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Abstract 
The short story is often characterised as a form best suited to the expression of disconnect-
edness, fragmentation or, as Michael Trussler has it, the ‘melancholy moment’. A rhetoric 
of pathology and ‘deathliness' pervades this critical field. This thesis seeks to overturn the 
apparent negativity of these assumptions and reposition the short story as a form that can 
encompass the tensions between death and life, between mortality and natality. Where 
others conceptualise the short story as the ‘unrealizable element contained within the un-
repeatable conditions that form its own passing’ (Trussler), I look to these elements and 
conditions as expressions of contingency. Where the ‘unrepeatable’ becomes a source of 
trauma, I seek to position the unpredictable as a source of hope: dangerous, yes, but not 
melancholic. 
Arendt, as the great political and philosophical theorist of natality, provides the theoretical 
backbone for my argument. Where she writes that ‘Man is put into a world of change and 
movement as a new beginning because he knows that he has a beginning and will have an 
end; he even knows that his beginning is the beginning of his end’ she gives us a temporali-
ty whereby our human natality (birth)  allows for other forms of natality in the radically 
new, the unforeseeable, the unexpected. She writes, in The Human Condition, ‘with each 
birth something uniquely new comes into the world’ which enables, paradoxically, the idea 
that ‘the unexpected can be expected’ from each unique being.  
Close reading stories by Katherine Mansfield, Grace Paley and Ali Smith, this thesis 
demonstrates how character, genre and form can embody, describe and perform a philo-
sophical attitude that allows for hopefulness in contingency.  
With this model of hopeful contingency in view, I then present my own collection of short 
stories as further potentialities of the form. 
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‘Hope’ is the Thing with Feathers 
 
by Emily Dickinson 
“Hope” is the thing with feathers - 
That perches in the soul - 
And sings the tune without the words - 
And never stops - at all - 
And sweetest - in the Gale - is heard - 
And sore must be the storm - 
That could abash the little Bird 
That kept so many warm - 
I’ve heard it in the chillest land - 
And on the strangest Sea - 
Yet - never - in Extremity, 
It asked a crumb - of me.  1
 Emily Dickinson, ‘314: “Hope” is the Thing with Feathers’, The Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. R. W. Frank1 -




LET ME OPEN with a confession: I find writing an insistently hopeful experience. I don’t 
know that I would call myself an optimist — unless that is how socialists are described 
these days — but, when writing, and especially when writing short stories, my experience is 
one of childlike, almost-fearless curiosity. However sad or challenging my subject matter 
may be, I cannot help, in the act of writing, propelled by the intrigue of the particularities 
of human experience, but feel hopeful.  
 A lot of my stories are about people moving from one place to another and making 
important changes in their lives. Often these journeys are difficult: they invoke literal and 
figurative losses as well as everyday struggles. For me, the hope is the specificity of their 
experience. What my characters notice of the detail in the fabric of their lives — the small 
but unexpected observation or occurrence —is my expression of their own sense of hope. 
 Hope, then, is in the contingent moment, the particularity that defies generic attri-
bution. It is the unknown made possible when to speak of genre is to ‘speak of a kind of 
participation without belonging — a taking part without being part of, without having 
membership in a set.’  The boundary of the genre, and the generativity of the boundary in 2
attending that which exceeds its demarcation, is, for this thesis, a kind of hope. Attending 
to the unpredictability of their circumstances, my characters are hopeful. And so am I. 
 Jacques Derrida, ‘The Law of Genre’, Acts of Literature, ed. Derek Attridge (New York: Routledge, 1992) p.2
227.
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From talking to other writers about their writing processes, and from reading writers who 
have written about their writing practice and the attached philosophies, I am given to un-
derstand that this experience of writing, as a hopeful — sometimes even joyful — act, is not 
one shared by the majority. And, as with the experiential testimonies, so with the critical 
and theoretical accounts of what is written. There is a dearth of material that describes the 
short story — from critical, theoretical, phenomenological, economic, or literary publishing 
perspectives — in positive or affirmative terms. It seems that no one wants to be hopeful 
about the short story. Even when it’s being heralded for its apparent ‘renaissance’ — and 
this happens a couple of times a year — this heralding can only emerge out of a lengthy de-
scription of the context in which, prior to this particular renaissance, the short story has 
been as good as dead.   3
 Yet, I’m not alone in my conception of the short story as a form closely connected to 
life and the possibilities of life. For Ali Smith, too, this is where the short story excels. In 
her introduction to the Bridport Prize 2009 anthology, describing the body of stories she 
had judged, she writes: 
An awful lot were about death, or dying, or hospitals. This isn’t surprising: it’s a matter 
of life and death, after all, the short story. Its nature concerns itself with the shortness 
of things; by its very brevity it challenges aliveness with the certainty of mortality, and 
vice versa too, which is why I got very excited when I read anything which leaned to-
wards the story form as a force and source of life. I wish there had been more of these. 
In fact, I’d say this is the thing with which many of the shortlisted writers had most dif-
ficulty: the sense an ending. Perhaps this is partly because a short story’s end isn’t an 
end at all, but always a kind of beginning: the point where the story, having closed, 
opens for and in a reader like a germinating seed cracks open in the ground.  4
 Chris Power provides a helpful pathway through literary media in which the short story is perpetually com3 -
ing back from the dead in ‘The Short Story is Dead! Long Live the Short Story!’, where he writes: ‘Having 
written regularly about the short story for the last seven years, and irregularly for much longer than that, I’ve 
found this sense of instability, not to mention insecurity, to be the rule, not the exception. While the death of 
the novel remains an intellectually provocative idea to a certain degree, the death of the short story is an ac-
cepted commonplace. Puzzlingly, so are announcements of its return; just google ‘short story renaissance’ 
and dive right in. The basic set-up suggests that the short story has declined from a position of robust health 
to near-death, but thanks to whatever the subject of the current article might be (a book under review, a new 
app, the rise of MFA programmes), it’s making a comeback.’ Power, Chris. 2014. ‘The Short Story is Dead! 
Long Live the Short Story!’ Thresholds, Home of the International Short Story Forum, April 14, 2014, ac-
cessed March 15, 2016, http://blogs.chi.ac.uk/shortstoryforum/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
THE_SHORT_STORY_IS_DEAD_Chris_Power.pdf, p.2.
 Ali Smith, ‘Short Story Report,’ The Bridport Prize 2009 (Bristol: Redcliffe Press Ltd, 2009) p.5-6.4
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For Smith, the ‘boundary’ of the story itself becomes generative. The ending, that ‘like a 
germinating seed’ is capable of cracking open the ground, represents the way in which gen-
res open themselves towards new genres or break something of themselves in order to de-
generate into new generic categories. This gives us another way to think about the popular 
rhetoric of the perpetual renaissance of the short story: ‘it’s a matter of life and death, after 
all’ and it’s that very temporal structure — between natality and mortality — that enables 
the possibility of the new. We enter the world as new and unique creatures. Our time here 
is finite. Between natality and finitude is time for the unexpected. 
  Smith’s ‘vice versa’ suggests to us that not only is our aliveness challenged by our 
mortality — and the short story, by dint its shortness, will remind us of this often — but 
also that our mortality is challenged by our aliveness. It’s an idea evoked through Smith’s 
playful syntax: ‘it’s a matter of life and death, after all, the short story.’ Life is followed by 
death, after all. But death will not get the last word. After ‘after all’, there is story. So of 
course the death of the short story as a publishing phenomenon and as a form is always 
being declared. Perhaps even more frequently than the oft-vaunted death-of-the-novel. 
But what’s peculiar about the short story is a certain deathliness in the critical and theoret-
ical conversation about it too. 
For theorists of short fiction it often seems that there is an underlying assumption 
that, if we could finally settle on a definition, the work of criticism could really begin. Yet 
the desire to essentialise, generalise and formalise the concepts about which a unified short 
story theory may turn in order to free itself from the unstable ground of undefinition, 
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somewhat paradoxically, creates its own limitations.  This is helpfully elucidated in the in5 -
troduction to a special issue of the Oxford Literary Review dedicated to the short story 
form: 
This issue concerns the short story as a genre and short story theory. This is a rich but 
much neglected topic in literary study. The dominant paradigm of short story theory is 
very much still that of a modernist/new critical agenda (the short story as a concrete 
episode or fragment given depth or unity by mood or epiphanic revelation) together 
with its contestation, which is usually in the mode of a pragmatic turn to kinds of read-
er-response criticism focused upon the interpretive shifts induced by foreknowledge of 
brevity (see e.g. Susan Lohafer and Jo Ellyn Clarey, Short Story Theory at a Cross-
roads).  6
    
By identifying the existing dialectic within which much prior criticism appeared to fall, 
Timothy Clark and Nicholas Royle were able to create a new set of terms for their issue: 
‘We propose in this issue to extend thinking about the short story in ways that are respon-
sive to the OLR’s longstanding intellectual engagements, especially around deconstruction 
and psychoanalysis.’  The terms of their intellectual extension of the field allows a side-7
stepping of the kind of deathly repetition characteristic of the existing short story theories 
they describe. Here, it’s helpful to remind ourselves of Ali Smith’s notion of endings as be-
ginnings — as germinating seeds, no less — and the ways in which limitations do not have 
to be deathly: they can also be creative, generative, hopeful. Clark and Royle explain:  
We hope that limiting essays to stories whose major concern is blindness will not only 
help ensure the tightness and originality of the issue, but also set up questions especial-
ly germane to rethinking major issues in relation to the short story: the nature of read-
 Out of hundreds of examples, we might take Allan Pasco’s essay, ‘On Defining Short Stories’, where he 5
states: ‘It might help if we could agree on a definition. Unfortunately, every time critics and theoreticians 
reach a modicum of agreement, some writer apparently takes it as a challenge and invents a contradiction to 
disrupt our comfortable meeting of minds. Certain poststructuralists have used the lack of really firm defini-
tions, the absence of universally accepted conventions, the difficulty of firmly establishing an undeviating 
external reality, to justify denying importance to all but the reader. The texts, like other objectively verifiable 
truths, become mere pretexts of little ultimate importance.’ Aside from the nonsensical suggestion that writers 
produce material with the specific purpose of defying critical theorists, this argument sets up a rather spe-
cious distinction between (desired) definition and a (demonized) ‘post-structuralist’ relativism. (Allan H. 
Pasco, ‘On Defining Short Stories’, New Literary History, Vol 22. No. 2, ‘Probings: Art, Criticism, 
Genre’ (Spring, 1991) p.408).
 Timothy Clark and Nicholas Royle, ‘Provisionally: The Blindness of the Short Story’, The Oxford Literary 6
Review, Vol. 26, 2004, p.3.
 Ibid.7
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ing (the reader, confined to language, being effectively blind); interpretation (blindness 
and insight); the image, imaging and visual metaphors for understanding more gener-
ally; presupposition and projection in communication; the future as that to which we 
are blind; the transference elicited by the blind upon the seeing; and the seeming or 
supposed uncanniness of the blind (forms of  apparent mind-reading, prophecy or un-
suspected sensory powers). [Italics added]  8
In thematising the issue and providing a different kind of constraint, Clark and Royle en-
able themselves and their contributors to open out some of the more circular arguments of 
short story theory. What I have tried to learn from their approach has to do with the treat-
ment of the category, or genre, in critical work. Clark and Royle list the various possible 
perspectives made possible by the theme of blindness. This category, from the outset, is 
self-consciously created with the purpose of engendering originality. The category, as well 
as imposing a sort of limitation, is generative, from the start. The first essay of the issue — 
an essay of which this thesis makes much use — elaborates this further. Introducing the 
field in terms of two important publications — Short Story Theory at a Crossroads (1989) 
and The New Short Story Theories (1994) — both of which predate Clark’s 2004 article by 
at least a decade, he writes: 
In fact, short story theory was not so much at a crossroads as in a cul-de-sac. The rea-
son may well lie in the close association of study of the short story with questions that 
draw on kinds of formalism — such as what a short story is, the issue of whether it dif-
fers in kind or mere length from other forms of prose fiction, and so on.  9
The stasis Clark describes for short story theory is suggestive of a moment in which the 
wish for a finite category to which the short story could belong becomes prohibitive, or 
‘deathly’, as opposed to the more open category suggested by Clark and Royle, a category 
created in order to generate further possibilities and therefore to exceed itself. Clark goes 
on to suggest an alternative methodology, his own approach: 
I find it hard to agree with her [Lohafer’s] claim that studies of the short story in terms 
of the question of genre are ‘passé’’ (172). It may be precisely here that wider issues 
 Ibid.8
 Timothy Clark, ‘Not Seeing the Short Story: A Blind Phenomenology of Reading’, The Oxford Literary Re9 -
view, Vol. 26: ‘The Blind Short Story’, 2004, pp.5-30, p.5.
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need to be kept open, and perhaps prevent the reading of such a story becoming the 
reinforcement of values which most readers will, in any case, already have, i.e. little 
more than an exercise in complacency.   10
This thesis seeks to keep open, and indeed to open out, the wider issues of genre Clark 
suggests. In foregrounding the contingent as an essential component of the generic catego-
ry, by bringing a political and philosophical theorist of natality into this field of enquiry, I 
seek to offer short story theory an open and hopeful destiny of its own. Hannah Arendt is 
this theorist. As Anne O’Byrne writes in Natality in Finitude, ‘no one has done more than 
Arendt to develop a thinking of natality’ but it’s the particular character of natality as it ap-
pears in her work to which I responded most profoundly.  Natality, for Arendt, is a danger 11
as much as a miracle.  It is unpredictability and contingent possibility for better or worse. 
The hope is that things can always change, that nothing is stuck. And there lies the danger, 
too. Hope, for Arendt, and for me, is in a philosophical attitude that allows for the possibil-
ity of the the unforeseeable. 
 In Arendt, the possibility for radical newness is rooted in our natality:  
The new always happens against the overwhelming odds of statistical laws and their 
probability, which for all practical, everyday purposes amounts to certainty; the new 
therefore always appears in the guise of a miracle. The fact that man is capable of ac-
tion means that the unexpected can be expected from him, that he is able to perform 
what is infinitely improbable. And this again is possible only because each man is 
unique, so that with each birth something uniquely new comes into the world.  12
This, too, has an important role to play in the hopeful theory of short stories I pursue. The 
short story has often been characterised as a form that foregrounds death and mortality: 
its very shortness serves as a comment on our mortality for many critics and story 
 Ibid.10
 Anne O’Byrne, Natality and Finitude (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010) p.78.11
 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1958) p.178.12
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writers.  But mortality is just one half of the equation. It only comes as a result of natality 13
— the one is inconceivable without the other — and the temporality inscribed by these two 
boundaries taken together always negates any possible return to the point of origin, as Peg 
Birmingham explains:  
[T]he origin or arche that allows for the unprecedented temporal insertion of a begin-
ner remains itself an anterior origin. In other words, not only is the temporal insertion 
of the beginner characterized by a deflected present in relation to both the future and 
the past, the condition for this insertion is itself always deflected; it is a deflected be-
ginning in that there is no possible return to the origin.  14
The impossibility of the original, here described in terms of Arendtian natality but also 
running through Derrida’s essay ‘The Law of Genre’, is important for any question of nar-
rative contingency. Even if, as certain theoretical positions might prescribe, there can be 
no new writing, no contingent narrative, no thoroughly ‘novel’ form of expression, new 
things can happen in the world and this is made existentially possible by the fact of their 
being irreversible: we cannot go back. We can narrate and describe, and re-narrate and re-
describe. We can re-read and try to understand differently. We can replay events through 
the work of thought, but there is a contingency in that very repetition. As Bergson has it: 
‘consciousness cannot go through the same state twice. The circumstances may still be the 
 This fixation on mortality is not only evident within short story theory — as in Susan Lohafer’s book, Read13 -
ing for Storyness: Preclosure Theory, Empirical Poetics and Culture in the Short Story which seeks to find 
possible moments of closure within the body of short stories as though the whole narrative were a kind of 
ending (Susan Lohafer, Reading for Storyness: Preclosure Theory, Empirical Poetics and Culture in the 
Short Story, (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2003)) — but is also prevalent within the culture of 
short story publishing. Comma Press, one of few publishing houses in the UK to privilege the publication of 
short form fiction, writes on the ‘Submissions’ page of its website: ‘Short stories are all about their endings. A 
short story IS an ending. If that's not in place, there's nothing there.To put it less harshly: If the ending lacks 
impact, we feel there's maybe something else going wrong earlier in the story as well, because the begin-
ning, middle and end all need to be part of the same thing. … This can't be done after the fact, by which we 
mean, it isn't something you can tack onto an existing story. The closing, building, climactic and unresolved/
troubling image is something that needs to be in the very kernel of the seed of the story idea in the first 
place, the reason you started writing it.’ ‘Submissions’, Comma Press, accessed March 29, 2016, http://
commapress.co.uk/resources/submissions/ And, indeed, this motif can be found within short stories them-
selves: ‘the shortness of life! the shortness of life!’ exclaims one of Mansfield’s characters in ‘At the Bay’ — 
the story through which I view the hopeful nature of the short story in Chapter Two. Katherine Mansfield, 
Katherine Mansfield: The Collected Stories (London: Penguin, 2007) p.237.
 Peg Birmingham, Hannah Arendt and Human Rights (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006) p.23.14
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same, but they will act no longer on the same person, since they find him at a new moment 
of his history.’  15
 Taken together, these Arendtian concepts are used as starting points moving to-
wards a different account of short fiction. In Chapter One, I analyse more closely the dif-
ferent temporalities of the mental activities of ‘thinking’ and ‘willing’ and use them to an-
alyse existing theories of short story temporality by reading them against Michael Trus-
sler’s essay ‘Suspended Narratives: Short Story Temporality’. In Chapters Two, Three and 
Four I close-read three short stories as potentialities that, I hope to show, provide an anti-
dote to the kinds of melancholic reading produced by Trussler through the tactics they em-
ploy in order to seek space for contingency within narrative.  
 In Chapter Two, I read Katherine Mansfield’s ‘At the Bay’ with a focus on the ‘hope-
ful’ nature of its characters. Beryl, Linda, Kezia, Lottie and Isabel, along with the other 
characters inhabiting Crescent Bay (as well as Mansfield’s other ‘New Zealand stories’: 
‘Prelude’ and ‘The Doll’s House’) are tempered by their hopes, dreams and fears pertaining 
to an awareness of an ultimately unknowable future. The narrative is driven neither by a 
sense of inevitability nor by the misfortunes of chance. Instead, it runs on a sense of wait-
ing for the arrival of the contingent, in anticipation of which, as in Arendt, there is both a 
sense of danger and a sense of hope. 
 In Chapter Three, I read Grace Paley’s ‘A Conversation with My Father’ with a focus 
on the hopefulness of genre and the generativity of the generic category. As with Birming-
ham’s explication of Arendt’s theory of natality, there is a kind of syncopated temporality 
at work between the beginning and the ending, which I read alongside Arendt’s The Life of 
the Mind and The Human Condition with the help of Anne O’Byrne’s Natality and Fini-
tude. The retroactive movement in the emergence of a genre, as performed by Derrida’s 
 Henri Bergson, ‘From Creative Evolution, 1907’  Modernism: An Anthology of Sources, eds. Vassiliki Kolo15 -
cotroni, Jane Goldman, Olga Taxidou (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998) p.71.
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‘The Law of Genre’, is also performed in my reading of Paley, where the story ends with a 
question that can only take us right back to the beginning. This kind of repetitive action is, 
itself, illustrative of Birmingham’s reading of Arendt, where there can be no clear return to 
the point of origin. The beginning only emerges when taken in conjunction with knowledge 
of the end, by which point, the beginning itself is out of reach. 
 In Chapter Four, the difference between deathly and vital repetition is explored 
through a reading of Ali Smith’s ‘True Short Story’, where, ultimately, experimentation 
with and playfulness within the short story form itself becomes a source of hope. The force 
of creativity I encounter in Smith’s work impelled me to write a different kind of essay in 
this final critical chapter. Thus, by using the second person — a common feature of Smith’s 
writing — and pushing the tone of the essay a little further away from standard academic 
rhetoric, I hope to do justice to the multifaceted account of short fiction that ‘True Short 
Story’ enables. 
 The stories explored throughout this thesis are not given as examples supporting a 
singular theory, but rather as potentialities, pointing to the form’s wider possibilities. This 
methodology is supported through the use of discursive footnotes, pointing to the work of 
other story writers, to further potentialities, to possibilities wider still.  
I confessed at the opening of this introduction that, for me, the process of writing is a 
hopeful one. Perhaps that was to understate the case, as, from this vantage point, I can say 
that my collected experiences of writing, reading and publishing short stories has made me 
hopeful.  
 In an attempt to give a balanced account of it, I’ll start with the negatives. It was not 
easy to get a collection of short stories published, nor was it financially profitable. Many 
publishers rejected the book: some because they were candid in saying that they didn’t 
much care for it but most expressed a concern that, even where they could see merit in the 
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writing, a collection of short fiction was too much of a risk. Perhaps they had already pub-
lished or agreed to publish short story collections that year, or they simply felt that it 
wouldn’t be in their best interests to have an argument with their marketing departments 
about why they felt that my book was worth selling. In these instances, most editors re-
sponded, via my agent, by saying that they would be very interested to read my novel once 
it was finished. The novel being a less risky proposition. 
 Eventually, of course, I did find an editor willing to take a risk — an editor who had, 
in fact, created a whole new imprint, JM Originals, designed to enable John Murray Pub-
lishers to take more risks.  Thus, the publication of Blind Water Pass is a thrilling culmi16 -
nation to a project that is all about the dangers of the unforeseeable — the risks faced by 
people, characters, places; real or invented — that enable us to find hope in the unpre-
dictability of life, in short: the contingent. 
One last disclosure: it took me a long time to realise that this thesis was really about hope. 
I started with a thesis about refugee narratives which turned into a thesis about narrative 
time which turned into a thesis about narrative genre which, finally — and, I’m willing to 
admit, rather late in the day — emerged as a thesis about the genre of hope and the hope-
fulness of genre, as Derrida writes, ‘with all of its generality and genericity’.  17
 Paley has a useful line that she gave her students while teaching Creative Writing 
(more closely analysed in Chapter Three): ‘Instead of telling us that a scene or character 
needed development, she’d tell us that a story is shaped almost like a circle, but at the last 
 Mark Richards commented on this venture for the Bookseller, stating, refreshingly, that ‘It’s a space where 16
risks can be taken and hunches can be backed, because literary careers make sense over the long term, 
and it is more vital than ever that we support the writers we believe in.’ Sarah Shaffi, ‘John Murray launches 
“distinctive” new JM Originals list’, The Bookseller, 7 January 2015, accessed March 15, 2016, http://
www.thebookseller.com/news/john-murray-launches-distinctive-new-jm-originals-list.
 Derrida, ‘The Law of Genre’, 235.17
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moment, instead of closing that circle the story turns the other way and opens out.’  I have 18
come to conceptualise this thesis in the form of that open circle. Chapter Four, in its use of 
the second person, seeks to open the generic possibilities of the essay: it is hopeful in its 
performance of the creativity of the argument itself.  
 Chapter Five seeks to point towards the potentialities of the short story form, 
through my own creative work. If you’ll forgive my childish sketches, we can think of these 
sections as follows:   
 Chapters One, Two, Three and Four are the circle opening out:  
 David Vann, ‘A Conversation with Grace’ The Massachusetts Review, Vol. 49, No. 4 (Winter, 2008) 492.18
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And Chapter Five is indicative of the multiple directions the circle may open towards: 
 18
Chapter One: Conjuring Stories 
I. Suspending Melancholia 
IN ‘SUSPENDED NARRATIVES: The Short Story and Temporality’, Michael Trussler writes:  
Haunted by the responsibilities of historical transmission, the short story disavows the 
consolation that explanation possibly provides; instead, the short story refuses to relin-
quish a sensed, but unrealizable element contained within the unrepeatable conditions 
that form its own passing. We often call this process mourning.  1
What Trussler is suggesting, in terms of narrative temporality, is that the short story de-
nies simple causality, the idea that something might be explained away. In Freudian 
terms, the short story is a failed attempt at working through.  Its refusal to ‘relinquish a 2
sensed, but unrealizable element’ is at the same time its acknowledgement that not every-
thing will fall into an easily-narratable series of chronological events. This idea, not at all 
 Trussler, ‘Suspended Narratives: The Short Story and Temporality’, Studies in Short Fiction Vol. 33, No. 4 1
(1996) p.564.
 Clare Wigfall is a master of this kind of short story, where the failure of the ‘working through’ is performed 2
through the absence of the traumatic event. In ‘Free’, one character asks another what was the worst thing 
his mother ever did to him. He pauses, but eventually responds. In the narrative, this is given to us as ‘Only 
after a few moments did he tell her, quietly without turning her way.’ We never learn the answer to this ques-
tion, though we do learn the answer to a different question: ‘“Did she look happy?” she said quietly. “She 
looked…” he said, then paused, “she looked free,” and as he said it, the fly that had been bothering him all 
morning landed on the countertop and the man, with a graceful movement, lifted the swatter and slapped it 
flat.’ While from Trussler’s perspective this might confirm his theory of ‘the unrealizable element’. From my 
perspective, however, this kind of ending relies entirely on the particularity of the moment, both hopeful and 
poignant. The disclosure takes place. The effect of the retelling of this trauma is described through the action 
with the fly: the decisive moment at which the fly can be swatted is seized by the male character. Though the 
trauma is not disclosed, the effects of the disclosure itself are faintly illuminated. (Clare Wigfall, The Loudest 
Sound and Nothing, (London: Faber and Faber, 2007) p.210) Further, in an interview, Wigfall states of her 
own experience writing stories: ‘Writing a short story is a bit like walking a tightrope with no safety net. Due 
to their diminutive size, you can’t possibly include everything, so you’re forced to rely on your reader to fill in 
the gaps — that’s exciting, and it’s one of the particular challenges of the form that I love, but it’s also scary 
because you have to relinquish control to an unknown.’ The short story for Wigfall too walks the dangerous 
but hopeful edge of contingent possibility. (“The Interview” The Short Form, accessed April 12, 2016, http://
www.theshortform.com/interview/clare-wigfall).
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far away from a kind of trauma theory, maintains a dialectical opposite: that not every-
thing passes easily into narration not only because certain elements of the past are insur-
mountable but that they are insurmountable precisely because they are unique, because 
anything can happen.  
 There is a notion of Arendtian natality and contingent action at work within the re-
lationship between the short story and narrative temporality contained within the argu-
ment Trussler provides. But for Trussler, the story is backwards-looking, self-consciously 
constructed in the wake of an unrepeatable past. It does not acknowledge that the unre-
peatable, unrealisable element contingent to story is only possible within a world in which 
the unprecedented is also possible. What is lost in his account is a sense of the story as be-
ing conditioned by both historicity and natality. 
 It becomes a matter of register, of semantic field, of tone, of pathos.  If we were to 3
reframe this thesis — moving beyond the melancholic lexicon of ‘haunted’, ‘disavows’, 
‘consolation’ and ‘mourning’ — we might suggest that the short story, conditioned by his-
toricity, acknowledges the contingent potential of human action: the possibility of the radi-
cally new. Looking to the future, we often call this process hoping.  
 Trussler continues: 
Julia Kristeva’s temporal symptomology of melancholia offers a means of rethinking 
the short story’s resistance to sequentiality … I do not wish to suggest that short story 
writers necessarily suffer from depression or that short fiction can be reduced themati-
cally to illustrating instances of melancholia. However, Kristeva’s “melancholy mo-
ment” deepens the ongoing critical attempt to articulate the mode of understanding — 
emotional, intellectual — endemic to the genre. Not necessarily epiphanic, yet imbued 
with “metaphysical lucidity”, this sensibility cannot help but be loyal to singularity, will 
not be persuaded that the past or the future has a bearing on an event’s distinct particu-
larity. If short fiction adopts the traits of Kristeva’s melancholy when it fastens onto the 
 This relates to Frank O’Connor’s treatment of the short story in The Lonely Voice, the determined melan3 -
cholia of which, I believe, continues to pervade much story theory to date. In his introduction, O’Connor 
writes: ‘Always in the short story there is this sense of outlawed figures wandering about the fringes of soci-
ety, superimposed sometimes on symbolic figures whom they character and echo — Christ, Socrates, 
Moses. … As a result there is in the short story at its most characteristic something we do not find often in 
the novel — an intense awareness of human loneliness.’ (Frank O’Connor, The Lonely Voice, (Hoboken, 
New Jersey: Melville House Publishing, 2004) pp.18-19) Trussler picks up on this affinity, too, where he 
writes: ‘O’Connor’s study points to the genre’s austere — indeed, often melancholic — sensibility.’ (Trussler, 
‘Suspended Narratives: The Short Story and Temporality’, 562).
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single temporal horizon, the genre points to a mode of historicity that sets itself apart 
from the grand narrative of “History,” acutely, but abstractly, testifying to the vicissi-
tudes of loss, the inestimable value of human experience.  4
A ‘singular’ moment — if inexplicable in terms of the past, if impossible to predict how it 
may go on to shape the future — is caught in suspension precisely between historicity, na-
tality and mortality. To imagine an event upon which neither the past nor the future could 
have bearing is to imagine a timeline within which free, radical action is possible, yet that 
timeline is only possible precisely because our beginning in the world is ‘always-already’ 
conditioned by the inevitable fact of our mortality.  To affirm that some things simply can5 -
not be worked through is also to attest to their uniqueness within the landscape of experi-
ence. In submersing his thesis in a rhetoric of pathology, the ‘symptomology’ of Kristeva’s 
‘melancholy moment’ supposedly ‘endemic to the genre’ is allowed to represent only one 
half of the temporal equation to which it belongs: that of contingency, for better or worse.  
 With Arendt, we begin and end with the contingency of birth: ‘In other words, and 
somehow elaborating these speculations,’ she writes — at the end of her last, unfinished 
and posthumously published book, The Life of the Mind, during the writing of which she 
died —  
Man is put into a world of change and movement as a new beginning because he knows 
that he has a beginning and will have an end; he even knows that his beginning is the 
beginning of his end — “our whole life is nothing but a race toward death.” In this 
sense, no animal, no species being, has a beginning or an end. With man, created in 
God’s own image, a being came into the world that, because it was a beginning running 
towards an end, could be endowed with the capacity of willing and nilling.  6
The human condition, according to Arendt, is a paradoxical muddle of time-rupturing ac-
tivities that become ordered, retrospectively, through story. The radically new can only ap-
pear retroactively, after the fact, once it has been defined as such. Arendt claims that its 
 Trussler, ‘Suspended Narratives: The Short Story and Temporality’, 565.4
 Arendt, ‘Willing’, The Life of the Mind, 109.5
 Ibid.6
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newness ‘reveals itself fully only to the storyteller, that is, to the backward glance of the 
historian’.  This retroactive form of definition, a process of exemplification, becomes a the7 -
ory of a generative tension between the contingent and the already-narrated in my reading 
of Grace Paley’s ‘A Conversation With My Father’ in Chapter Three. Paley’s story narrates a 
process of rewriting, where the narrator attempts to compose a story according to her fa-
ther’s specifications. Each time is a failure, but a creative one. Attempting to rewrite the 
same events but differently, Paley’s narrator performs the contingency and creativity of 
repetition. Here, however, I'm more interested in the mental faculties through which 
Arendt theorises our existence in a world of contingent possibility. 
  The two existing chapters of The Life of the Mind are devoted to ‘Thinking’ and 
‘Willing’, each with a particular temporal kink.  Whereas ‘Action’, for Arendt, has to do 8
with things that happen in the world, the possibility of the radically new and how this defi-
nition is conferred by history, ‘Thinking’ and ‘Willing’ are modes of the mind, that exist in 
acknowledgement of the contingent: ‘Thinking’ as a way to deal with it once it has hap-
pened and ‘Willing’ as a kind of mood, a kind of waiting, an emotional and intellectual 
awareness of contingency. Given that Trussler seeks to describe ‘a mode of understanding’ 
and a ‘sensibility’ that presents itself in the short story, using Kristeva’s ‘melancholy mo-
ment’ to aid his depiction, I will also seek to describe a ‘mode of understanding’ and a ‘sen-
sibility’, using Arendt to suggest how this might relate to a more hopeful genre of philoso-
phy. 
 Arendt, The Human Condition, 193.7
 The third chapter, on ‘Judging’, was, in the end, never properly begun. When Arendt died, the beginning of 8
this chapter was found in her typewriter, but the title, and two epigraphs. The eventual publication of The Life 
of the Mind took place under literary executor Mary McCarthy, who, in an ‘Editor’s Postface’, writes of the 
process of preparing the manuscript of The Life of the Mind: ‘With eyes closed, I am talking to a quite lively 
ghost. She has haunted me, given pause to my pencil, caused erasures and re-erasures. In practice, the 
new-found freedom has meant that I feel less free with her typescript than I would have felt if she were alive.’ 
(Arendt, ‘Willing’,The Life of the Mind, 247) McCarthy writes in the wake of mortality, where the aliveness of 
the writing still challenges this fact. I am reminded of Ali Smith once more and the temporal ambiguity of her 
phrase: ‘it's a matter of life and death, after all, the short story’. After all, there is story.
 22
 In writing about the temporal space of thought — ‘in the hope of finding out where 
the thinking ego is located in time and whether its relentless activity can be temporally de-
termined’ — Arendt quotes a parable of Kafka’s: 
He has two antagonists; the first presses him from behind, from his origin. The second 
blocks the road in front of him. He gives battle to both. Actually, the first supports him 
in his fight with the second, for he wants to push him forward, and in the same way the 
second supports him in his fight with the first, since he drives him back. But it is only 
theoretically so. For it is not only the two antagonists who are there, but he himself as 
well, and who really knows his intentions? His dream, though, is that some time in an 
unguarded moment — and this, it must be admitted, would require a night darker than 
any night has ever been yet — he will jump out of the fighting line and be promoted, on 
account of his experience fighting, to the position of umpire over his antagonists in 
their fight with each other.  9
Arendt uses the dream of the unguarded moment to suggest that ‘the activity of thinking 
can be understood as a fight against time itself’.  Yet, she also finds that ‘the trouble with 10
Kafka’s metaphor is that by jumping out of the fighting line “he” jumps out of this world 
altogether and judges from outside though not necessarily from above.’  Arendt’s account 11
of the life of the mind cannot assume such an unworldly position.  She posits an alterna12 -
tive: that thinking takes place when the force of the past and the force of the future are per-
fectly equal, creating a ‘nunc stans’, or a gap, between past and future. Arendt clarifies her 
reading of Kafka with a diagram. The future runs infinitely up the ‘y-axis’, the past does 
similarly along the ‘x-axis’ and what Arendt terms the ‘Thought-train’ follows the line 
‘x=y’, equidistant (and equi-proximate) from the time lines reaching away from it.   
For this diagonal, though pointing to some infinity, is limited, enclosed, as it were, by 
the forces of past and future, and thus protected against the void; it remains bound to 
and is rooted in the present — an entirely human present though it is fully actualized 
only in the thinking process and lasts no longer than this process lasts. It is the quiet of 
the Now in the time-pressed, time-tossed existence of man; it is somehow, to change 
 Arendt, ‘Thinking’, The Life of the Mind, 202.9
 Ibid.10
  Arendt, ’Thinking’, The Life of the Mind, 209.11
 This position is, to a certain extent, an inheritance from Heidegger and, indeed, Arendt quotes from Heide12 -
gger’s reading of Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra, making a direct connection between this and her 
reading of Kafka. (Arendt, ‘Thinking’, The Life of the Mind, 204.)
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the metaphor, the quiet in the centre of a storm which, though totally unlike the storm, 
still belongs to it.  13
Suspended between past and future, processes of evaluation may take place, that allow us 
to make some sense of the ‘world of change and movement’ into which we arrive, each as a 
new beginning within that world. Arendt is careful to give the thinking process its neces-
sary solitary and contemplative space, without compromising its worldliness. There is no 
escape from the predicament of unpredictable change but the never-ending and necessari-
ly failed attempts of thought to catch up with the world are, nonetheless, a necessary ac-
knowledgement of human experience as conditioned by both natality and mortality. 
II. Reality vs. Parable 
Arendt’s penchant for forming and naming phenomenological categories provides con-
tentious ground for Arendtian critics, particularly those writing from within the disciplines 
of the social sciences. A word that arises frequently in response to the various forms of ac-
tivity traced in The Human Condition is ‘untenable’.  Yet it’s this perceived ‘untenability’ 14
that is, for me, part of her appeal. Arendt battles for clarity in her work. In terms of a tex-
tual aesthetic, her writing is unusually smooth and easy to read. Where others may have 
interpreted this as a kind of intellectual naivety or an overanxious quest for definition, an-
other possibility is that the writing itself is a comment on the nature of language and the 
 Arendt, ’Thinking’, The Life of the Mind, 209-10.13
 And for the sake of certain political arguments, this position is indeed helpful. One of the most politically 14
fruitful critiques of this kind is Seyla Benhabib’s The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt, where she 
writes: ‘Hannah Arendt’s distinction between the social and the political realms, so central to her critique of 
modern society, is untenable; furthermore, the phenomenological essentialism that each human activity has 
its proper place in the world is also to be rejected, because it conflates categories of her action theory with 
questionable institutional analyses.’ Seyla Benhabib, The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt (Lanham: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2003) p. 172. It is where writers seek to use Arendt as a tool for critiquing particular 
policies or systems of government that her categories do not seem legible. For instance, in an essay titled 
‘Hannah Arendt’s Argument for Council Democracy’, John F. Sitton writes: ‘The line between political affairs 
and administration is extremely ambiguous and, I will argue, untenable.’ John F. Sitton, ‘Hannah Arendt’s 
Argument for Council Democracy’, Hannah Arendt: Critical Essays, ed. Lewis P. Hinchman and Sandra 
Hinchman (Albany, New York: SUNY Press, 1994) p. 315.
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nature of genre: the deconstructive nature of the category itself.   In the same way that 15
this essay will go on to draw distinctions between genres such as the aphorism, the novel 
and the short story, distinctions that necessarily draw too violent a line around each form 
in an effort to establish themselves by contradistinction, Arendt draws provisional lines 
around those which she perceives as essential human processes: Labour, Work and Action 
in The Human Condition; Thinking, Willing and, speculatively, Judging in The Life of the 
Mind. These processes are not separated cleanly from one another, nor are they situated in 
any order of causality or priority. Rather they are means of understanding and perception 
within a world of appearances. Jacques Taminiaux helpfully elucidates the paradoxical na-
ture of the human condition according to Arendt: 
… we are not only in the world but of the world. […] As a result of the temporal tensions 
which obtain between the three basic modalities of the active life, the human condition, 
envisaged in terms of activity, is intrinsically paradoxical. Arendt’s point, I believe, was 
not to provide a solution to the paradox. Quite the contrary, her purpose was to con-
front it, to keep it in view, as an unsurmountable datum.  16
It’s important to note, at this juncture, that Arendt is not a dialectical thinker. Her terms 
are porous and while, yes, thinking about ‘Thinking’ does help me to write about ‘Willing’, 
the two are neither mutually dependent nor mutually exclusive. ‘Thinking’, in Arendt, can 
give rise to ‘Willing’ and vice versa. At the very beginning of The Life of the Mind she 
writes: ‘In this world which we enter, appearing from a nowhere, and from which we dis-
appear into a nowhere, Being and Appearing coincide.’  In a typically Arendtian over17 -
 Clearly, Arendt herself came up against problems of genre, cited variously as a philosopher and a political 15
theorist (her preferred term) and at the New School of Social Research, she was titled Professor of Political 
Philosophy. These distinctions may seem small, but it’s interesting to me that she herself expressed a reluct-
ance to be considered a philosopher, to belong to that category of thinkers. A further point to this effect is that 
Arendt makes frequent and problematic use of strictly categorised concepts, which in itself has produced a 
whole school of Arendtian criticism (see note 14). One effect of this is that, due to the difficulty of placing it 
within a single category or discipline, Arendt’s work, as this thesis seeks to demonstrate, has many creative 
applications. The friction between categories and concepts rigidly organised within her writing is also what 
gives it generative power.
 Ibid.16
 Arendt, ‘Thinking’, The Life of the Mind, 19.17
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throwing of the Cartesian revolution, she suggests that ‘What we usually call “conscious-
ness,” the fact that I am aware of myself and therefore in a sense can appear to myself, 
would never suffice to guarantee reality.’  By establishing this right at the beginning of 18
The Life of the Mind, the solitary mental activities that Arendt goes on to delineate are 
nonetheless placed within a world of plurality, and plurality can only be such if we are all 
unique and, therefore, in some sense, alone. The processes she describes, then, are unend-
ing processes of making things cognisable within time. While ‘Willing' becomes a more fu-
ture-orientated mode, ‘Thinking’ presses a pause-button and looks back on things past. 
 She writes: 
In this gap between past and future, we find our place in time when we think, that is, 
when we are sufficiently removed from past and future to be relied on to find out their 
meaning, to assume the position of “umpire", of arbiter and judge over the manifold, 
never-ending affairs of human existence in the world, never arriving at a final solution 
to their riddles but ready with ever new answers to the question of what it may be all 
about.  19
It seems entirely fitting, given the temporal location of ‘Thinking’ in The Life of the Mind, 
that Arendt would choose to illustrate her thesis with Kafka's parable of the man being 
pushed from in front and from behind by opposing temporal forces. And the form of the 
parable, or indeed the aphorism — Arendt uses both terms — is itself a performance of this 
temporal suspension. An aphorism, without the clarity of a didactic message, is a conun-
drum and a truism. The paradoxical nature of the aphorism might become a useful place to 
begin when thinking about the possibility for deconstructive, narratological applications of 
Arendtian theory. 
 An aphorism, in its brevity, reveals no markers of time. The moment in which it is 
read consists of mere seconds. And, after that, all that remains is to read it again. But is it 
possible to put a date on aphorism, or place a measure of time around it? 
 In ‘Aphorism Countertime’, Derrida suggests: 
 Ibid.18
 Arendt, ’Thinking’, The Life of the Mind, 210.19
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Dates, timetables, property registers, place-names, all the codes that we cast like nets 
over time and space - in order to reduce or master differences, to arrest them, deter-
mine them - these are also contretemps traps. Intended to avoid contretemps, to be in 
harmony with our rhythms by bending them to objective measurement they produce 
misunderstanding, they accumulate the opportunities for false steps or wrong moves, 
revealing and simultaneously increasing this anachrony of desires: in the same time. 
What is this time? There is no place for a question in aphorism.   20
An aphorism, which makes no room for a ‘question’ of time, also denies a certain kind of 
narrative: the stories we tell to put time in order, in order to make sense of time. As Kafka 
writes in ‘Aphorism Number 6’: ‘the decisive moment of human development is continual-
ly at hand’.  A process of recognition, repeating itself ad infinitum, keeps us at the begin21 -
ning of the story, a story that can only begin from within another story. In narrating expe-
rience, shaping it into story, we remain at the beginning of a tale that is formed by the past. 
 In the essay ‘Franz Kafka Appreciated Anew’ Arendt turns again to her favourite 
writer, again with a view to exploring the life of the mind: 
Compared with a real house, of course, a blueprint is a very “unreal” affair, but without 
it the house could not have been built, nor could one recognize the foundations and pil-
lars that alone assure its permanence in the real world. Kafka constructs his models on 
the basis of this blueprint which, although it is rooted in reality, of course owes its dis-
covery to a thought process much more than to sensory experience. In order to under-
stand these models, the same power of imagination is demanded of the reader as went 
into creating them; and he can gain this understanding from the power of imagination 
because we are dealing here not with free fantasy, but with the very products of thought 
that are used as the elements of Kafka’s constructions.  22
But a blueprint has a different relationship to temporality within the world of appearances 
than the house itself. A singular structure, based on a blueprint, will have certain determi-
nate and unique features based upon its particular location, the conditions of its construc-
tion, the nature of the materials used, etc etc. The blueprint itself could allow for many 
 Jacques Derrida, ‘Aphorism Countertime’, Acts of Literature, ed. Derek Attridge, transl. Nicholas Royle, 20
(London: Routlege, 1992) p.419.
 ‘The decisive moment of human development is continually at hand. That is why those moments of revolu21 -
tionary thought that declare everything preceding to be an irrelevance are correct — because nothing yet 
has happened.’ Franz Kafka, ‘Aphorism 6’, The Zürau Aphorisms, trans. Michael Hoffman (London: Harvill 
Secker, 2006) p.8.
 Hannah Arendt, Reflections on Literature and Culture, ‘Franz Kafka Appreciated Anew’, ed. Susannah 22
Young-Ah Gottlieb (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007) p.104.
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houses to be built, all of which will differ in some or other way. The blueprint can be 
copied, stored, repeated, used again. The house can only be replicated from the blueprint. 
The blueprint provides a formula around which the house constructs the particularity, the 
contingency, of singular identity. For the purposes of this essay, we can think of this 
Arendtian-Kafkaesque blueprint as the aphorism — something that reaches out across 
time through its lack of contextual specificity.   
 Whilst ‘Thinking’ might be well illustrated by the aphorism, as an ongoing process, 
there is a different mental faculty, connected to Arendt’s concepts of natality, plurality and 
action as described in The Human Condition, that more clearly describes the temporality I 
am pursuing for the the short story. I’ve come to think of this temporality as the story’s 
‘hopeful nature’: a nature that desires to create a narrative that can point towards the con-
tingency, potentiality and creative possibility of human life as opposed to readjusting, 
reevaluating and reconfiguring it in order to make sense of the past. Arendt’s second vol-
ume, ‘Willing’, will pose a new set of questions for The Life of the Mind. As she notes at the 
end of ‘Thinking’: ‘it is impossible to deal with the willing activity without touching on the 
problem of freedom.’   23
 In a letter to Mary McCarthy in 1973, Arendt writes: ‘I have been working “furious-
ly” — reading, taking notes, revising. To write about Willing is for me much more prob-
lematic than writing about Thinking where I always thought I could simply trust my in-
stinct and my own experience.’  Perhaps some of her difficulty might be attributed to the 24
task of writing about a mental faculty that exists within a temporality unnatural and chal-
lenging to language. 
 As Max Deutscher suggests:  
 Arendt, ’Thinking’, The Life of the Mind, 214.23
 Carol Brightman (Ed.), Between Friends: The Correspondence of Hannah Arendt and Mary McCarthy 24
1949 - 1975, (New York: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1995) p.341 - 342.
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Willing is elusive. It is neither an action nor a telling of myself what I am to do. […] 
Considered as an activity, willing is a superstition. (‘From the tarmac, I was willing the 
plane to land safely.’) I interpret it, rather, as a mode – that of being willing. [Italics 
original]  25
It is as though the very words Arendt needs in order to compose her account of the faculty 
of willing would have already decided too much about it. Paul Formosa elaborates: 
Unlike thinking, willing is not an activity, an inner action that precedes and causes an 
outer action, but a mode of being, that of being willing to do what you are going to do, a 
state of willingly going-to-do something. Natality, the birth of a new person, becomes a 
metaphor for willing, for those actions whereby we set ourselves free from conformist 
behaviour by beginning something new and willingly setting about achieving our 
projects. Willing, then, is understood not as a noumenal interference ‘from above’ in 
the causal order of the world, but as a mode of being within that causal order.   26
I’d like to suggest that that which sets ‘Willing’ apart from ‘Thinking’ and ‘Action’ is a kind 
of waiting. What Deutscher describes as a mode of being willing, seems, for the most part, 
to represent an acknowledgement of the faculty of action — the human capacity to act 
anew into the world, with unprecedented consequence. As action can only be identified 
retrospectively through story,  ‘Willing’, or being willing, seems to be being alive in a 27
world in which radical, new action is considered possible and in which we have the agency 
to decide whether to act or not.  
 There is an odd temporality at work in Arendt, of which, I believe, she is always 
aware. In a slightly later letter to Mary McCarthy, also written during the composition of 
the chapter on ‘Willing’, Arendt jokes about her work being interrupted ‘by this unexpected 
  Max Deutscher, Judgment after Arendt (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2007) xvi, quoted in Paul For25 -
mosa, ’Thinking, Willing and Judging’, Crossroads: Special Issue: Max Deutscher, Vol 4, Issue 1, 2009, pp. 
53 - 64. Also available at: http://www.uq.edu.au/crossroads/Archives/Vol%204/Issue%201%202009/Vol4Is-
s109%20-%2011.Formosa%20(p.53-64).pdf. Accessed December 2, 2015.
 Paul Formosa, ’Thinking, Willing and Judging’, Crossroads: Special Issue: Max Deutscher, Vol 4, Issue 1, 26
2009, pp. 53 - 64. Also available at: http://www.uq.edu.au/crossroads/Archives/Vol%204/Issue
%201%202009/Vol4Iss109%20-%2011.Formosa%20(p.53-64).pdf. Accessed December 2, 2015.
 This is more fully elaborated in Chapter Three, ‘Generating Stories’.27
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outbreak of “history”’.  Given that a joke is the undermining of an original premise  — and 28
the contingent element of humour will be further explored in Chapter Four — the ‘unex-
pected outbreak of “history”’ seems to describe the mechanism of the punchline at the 
same time as performing it. Arendt’s mode of being willing is a series of knowing contra-
dictions. It is waiting for action, though action is never immediately identifiable. It is wait-
ing for the identification of action, by which time, the action has become story. Being will-
ing is waiting for the story.  
 While Arendt uses one of Kafka’s parables to illustrate the temporality of ‘Thinking’, 
I turn to one of his short stories to illustrate the more hopeful temporality invoked in being 
willing. It’s a story — you might call it a parody of a parable — that Kafka calls ‘On Para-
bles’.  It is very short, indeed. 29
There were many who complained that the words of the wise are always mere parables, 
and of no use in daily life, which is the only life we have. When the wise man says: ‘Go 
across’, he does not mean that one should cross over to the other side of the street, 
which is at least something that is known to us and therefore something that one could 
manage if the result were worth the effort; he means some fabulous yonder, something 
that is unknown to us and that even he cannot designate more precisely, and therefore 
something that cannot help us down here in the very least. All these parables mean re-
ally no more than that the inconceivable is inconceivable, and that we knew already. 
But the cares that we actually have to struggle with each day are a different matter.  
 One man then said: ‘Why do you resist? If you followed the parables, then you 
would become parables yourselves, and thus free of your daily cares.’ 
 Another said: ‘I bet that is also a parable.’ 
 The first said: ‘You have won.’ 
 The second said: ‘But unfortunately only in parable.’ 
 The first said: ‘No, in reality; in parable you have lost.’  30
 Brightman, Between Friends, 350. Arendt is referring to the invasion of Israel by Egypt and Syria on Octo28 -
ber 6 1973, following which ‘Yakov Malik, the Soviet Ambassador to the U.N., called Israeli Prime Minister 
Golda Meir and Defence Minister Moshe Dayan “international criminals,” then walked out while the Israeli 
Ambassador, Y. Tekoah, was speaking. Footnoted by Brightman: Brightman, Between Friends, 350.
 In a thesis that seeks to explore genre in terms of the generative capacity of the generic limit, the genre of 29
parody is a helpful one. In exemplifying something in an exaggerated way, by way of offering a critique of the 
genre itself, parody also performs at once a critique and an appraisal of repetitive production itself. In 
Chapter Three I read Ali Smith’s ‘True Short Story’ in conjunction with Denise Riley’s ‘Lyric Selves’, thinking 
about how echo, irony and parody all provide examples of the generative possibility of the genre category.
 Franz Kafka, ‘On Parables’, trans. Malcolm Palsey, Descriptions of a Struggle and Other Stories (London: 30
Penguin, 1979) p.152.
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Kafka’s story — and its status as story, to which I hold and which will, I hope, become clear 
— takes us to the edge of what is knowable about a present reality, and leaves us there. If 
‘parables mean really no more than that the inconceivable is inconceivable’, in parable, as 
in thinking, a process is ongoing: truistic and aphoristic. While the thinking mind, like the 
aphorism, ‘deals with the invisibles in all experience and always tends to generalize’ (ital-
ics added), the willing mind attends to the contingency of freedom as does, so I will argue, 
the short story.  In the story, 'On Parables’, the lack of specificity in the parable form is 31
cited as a problem in relation to the future-orientated attitude characters. Yet the more 
specificity in a story or in a statement, the more difficult it comes to ‘designate’, to gener-
alise. The specific represents something of the contingent and unpredictable element that 
also services to fix us at a particular moment in time. Yet, a tension remains. While the 
wise man may not mean ‘cross over to the other side of the street’ when he says ‘Go across’, 
crossing over to the other side of the street is, nonetheless, an example of going across. 
When the first man asks ‘Why do you resist?’ the answer is that a tautology has been ex-
posed. To act in accordance with parable would be to become parable, ‘free of your daily 
cares’. This, of course, is impossible as it is the specificity of these ‘daily cares’ that makes a 
life a life. To be without them would not really be a lively kind of freedom but rather a kind 
of death. Yet the resistance is real. The metaphorical possibilities of going across, along 
with the more literal possibility of crossing to the other side of the street, are not separable. 
The tautology exists in the story, too. The second man, when he says ‘I bet that is also a 
parable’, proves himself capable of making generic designations of his own, which allows 
him to win. In reality, he wins, through the possibility that comes from the resistance be-
tween the conceptual category and the contingent elements of reality that refuse easy con-
ceptual categorisation. And here there is hope in the unresolvable future — the one that is 
never free of ‘daily cares’. It’s the mode of willing that’s always waiting for the story to ap-
 Arendt, ’Thinking’, The Life of the Mind, 213.31
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pear in its unique particularity, in the resistance between the category and the contingent.
  
III. ‘At the tip of the word is the word.’ 
Trussler’s double assertion that the sensibility of the short story ‘cannot help but be loyal 
to singularity’ and ‘will not be persuaded that the past or the future has a bearing on an 
event’s distinct particularity’ suggests that something in the argument of the essay itself is 
reluctant to acknowledge its own theoretical past in the accounts of narrative temporality 
that precede it. Similarly to Arendt, numerous narrative theorists have described the same 
paradoxical predicament of the ending conditioning the beginning — of mortality as condi-
tioning natality, and vice versa — and of stories, of all lengths, genres and styles, as being 
suspended between their beginning and their endings, not in disavowal of the past or the 
future, but unable to escape their own dialectical tension of possibility and finitude. In 
Reading for the Plot, Peter Brooks, through Sartre, seeks to express something similar in 
his reading of La Nausée. Brooks quotes Sartre’s narrator, Roquetin: 
“It was night, the street was deserted.” The sentence is thrown out negligently, it seems 
superfluous; but we don’t let ourselves be duped, we put it aside: this is a piece of in-
formation whose value we will understand later on. And we feel that the hero has lived 
all the details of this night as annunciations, as promises, or even that he lived only 
those that were promises, blind and deaf to all that did not herald adventure. We forget 
that the future wasn’t yet there; the guy was walking in a night without premonitions, 
which offered him in disorderly fashion its monotonous riches, and he did not choose.  32
That which appears negligent nonetheless acquires significance. A reader reads with a kind 
of blind faith. In a narrative where details might acquire the character of ‘annunciations’ 
and ‘promises’ there is a future-facing outlook, conditioned by the very fact that the narra-
tive itself is finite. It will end. Brooks’s analysis is as follows: ‘In Roquetin’s argument, the 
beginning presupposes the end, since the concept of an ending is necessary to that of a be-
 Jean Paul Sartre, La Nausée (Paris: Gallimard, 1947) pp. 59 - 60 as quoted in Peter Brooks, Reading for 32
the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (New York: Vintage Books, 1985) p. 93.
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ginning.’  However, the particular character of the relationship between the beginning 33
and the ending in Roquetin’s account of it becomes a question of realism and of the extent 
to which we are willing to question the necessity of or intention behind the details offered 
within a literary narrative. What Brooks writes about in terms of narrative desire, a thesis 
delivered most convincingly through discussions of the novel, becomes, for the short story, 
not so much a structuring principle but, as Deutscher writes of the Arendtian concept of 
‘Willing’, a mode of being. Returning to Brooks, then, we might not be surprised to find 
that the short story arises as an instance of complication: 
‘The Story in It,’ Henry James entitled one of his short stories, and narratives repeated-
ly speak of the problem of what there is to know and to tell, of the problematic bound-
aries of telling and listening, and of the process of transmission. […] we have narratives 
that contain within their frame stories that never quite manage to be fully told, in the 
sense that their transmission or realization is blocked.  34
  
While ‘Thinking’ can give the past a present through memory — a phenomenon attended 
by both Arendt and Brooks — ‘Willing’ attends that which is to come and which, therefore, 
denies full ‘transmission or realization’ in narrative.  Whilst ‘Willing’ cannot structure a 35
narrative in the way of memory, we may consider it as a mode of narration.  
 My hope for the short story is to position it as a narrative mode that pays attention 
to that which cannot be fully transmitted or realised in the narrative itself. I see it as a form 
that seeks to acknowledge the contingent element while at the same time understanding 
the impossibility of expressing it directly. It’s hard to see these kinds of tensions, between 
the expressible and the inexpressible, through the formalist tendencies of much short story 
 Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative, 93.33
 Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative, 221.34
 In Arendt: ‘Re-presentation, making present what is actually absent, is the mind’s unique gift, and since 35
our whole mental terminology is based on metaphors drawn from vision’s experience, this gift is called ima-
gination, defined by Kant as “the faculty of intuition even without the presence of the object.” The mind’s fac-
ulty of making present what is absent is of course by no means restricted to mental images of absent ob-
jects; memory quite generally stores, and holds at the disposition of recollection, whatever is no more, and 
the will anticipates what the future may bring but is not yet.’ (Arendt,’Thinking’, The Life of the Mind, 76.)
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criticism. Nonetheless, Timothy Clark paves a hopeful pathway by way of his phenomeno-
logical approach. 
 Clark, in theorising phenomenological blindness in the short story, makes compar-
isons not with the aphorism but with what Arendt terms ‘the only entirely social art form’ 
— the novel. He writes of the realist aesthetic: 
The effect named ‘George Eliot’ is that of the possession of an infallible insight into a 
person’s psychology, and the ability to make observations upon it that will surprise the 
reader in their judiciousness. But, of course, all these observations, however acute they 
seem, are necessarily true! […] There is an effect of nice discrimination, but the fine 
lines are actually drawn by the finger that seems to be merely pointing them out.  36
This effect of ‘pointing out’ relies upon the narrative containing only such information as 
might be verifiable to an objective observer. What is lost in this kind of ‘infallible insight’ is 
any sense of there being something beyond knowledge. In order for a realist novel to pro-
duce this desired effect, the assumption is that all that is observable is narratable. What I 
seek out in Mansfield, Paley and Smith is a narrative awareness of the limits of rational 
knowledge and the various narrative techniques they employ in order to represent that 
which will always exceed its own representation. Clark goes on to explain why the ‘George 
Eliot effect’ is not workable in the short story: 
This element of the literary, that it actually conjures up what it sees merely to re-
present as already there, is something this form’s mere brevity - its lack of concretizing 
context — makes less ignorable. The short story, as they say, is more ‘poetic’. Eliot’s ef-
fect of subtlety seems to escape this merely self-validating quality through its integra-
tion into earlier and later passages of the text. Without that, the kinship between the 
general ‘human truths’ of such a realist text and the kind of effects of ‘truth’ at work in a 
horoscope would be clearer. This lack of the trompe-l’oeil effects of a lengthy context 
 Clark, ’Not Seeing the Short Story: A Blind Phenomenology of Reading’, 8. There are many examples of 36
short stories that begin by, quite literally, pointing out the fact that they are inventions. Kate Clanchy for ex-
ample, in ‘My Grandmother Meets Katherine Mansfield on the Packet from New Zealand in 1919’, begins ‘To 
get them all on the same boat I have had to fiddle with things a good bit.’ Clanchy tells us plainly that histor-
ical fact has been manipulated for the sake of the story.  (Kate Clanchy, ‘My Grandmother Meets Katherine 
Mansfield on the Packet from New Zealand in 1919’, The Not-Dead and The Saved and Other Stories, (Lon-
don: Picador, 2016) p.83) Ali Smith compellingly begins ‘Erosive’ with the question: ‘What do you need to 
know about me for this story?’ (Ali Smith, ‘Erosive’, The Whole Story and Other Stories, (London: Penguin, 
2004) p.115) And Julio Cortázar foregrounds the difficulty of choosing a singular narrative perspective at the 
opening of ‘Blow Up’, where he writes: ‘It'll never be known how this has to be told, in the first person or in 
the second, using the third person plural or continually inventing modes that will serve for nothing. If one 
might say: I will see the moon rose, or: we hurt me at the back of my eyes, and especially: you the blond 
woman was the clouds that race before my your his our yours their faces. What the hell.’ (Julio Cortázar, 
‘Blow Up’, Blow-Up and Other Stories, trans. Paul Blackburn (New York: Pantheon, 1985) p.114.)
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constitutes what may be called the relative blindness of the short story. (Italics origi-
nal)  37
In not seeking to simply represent that which is already there as though it adhered to an 
unquestioning pre-existence, the act of conjuring, and its contingent element, is allowed to 
appear.  
 Clark is clear from the beginning of his essay that the ‘blindness’ he assigns the 
short story is non-pejorative. Nonetheless, it is described as a lacking, as an absence. If the 
short story is more likely than the novel to say about itself ‘I’m making this up’, it is not in 
the spirit of a determinedly self-reflexive postmodernism — which would, in any case, be 
more inclined to say ‘I made this up’. Rather, the short story differs in terms of a temporal 
mode. ‘The act of conjuring, and its contingent element, is allowed to appear’. There is no 
such stable ground from which to claim the novel’s adherence to ‘an unquestioning pre-ex-
istence’. Nonetheless, about this process of conjuring, there is something, as Trussler 
would have it, never quite realisable. The blindness of the short story comes about where 
the unknowns of the past and the future are pointed towards, as self-acknowledged blind 
spots, and never assimilated, never worked through, never fully anticipated. The story be-
comes a space of paradoxical appearance: things appear, as though original, though they 
have already become story. They have already become story but appear, nonetheless, as 
though they are in the process of becoming themselves. It’s a narrative phenomenon that 
appears in many examples of the form itself, not least in Lispector’s story ‘That’s Where 
I’m Going’:  
Beyond the ear there is a sound, at the far end of sight a view, at the tips of the fingers 
an object — that’s where I’m going. 
 At the tip of the pencil the line. 
 Where a thought expires is an idea, at the final breath of joy another joy, at the point 
of the sword magic — that’s where I’m going. 
 At the tips of the toes the leap. 




 Or am I? Yes, I’m going. And I’ll return to see how things are. Whether they are still 
magic. Reality? I await you all. That’s where I’m going. 
  At the tip of the word is the word.  38
Another writer might have separated each clause with a semi-colon and placed a comma 
between ‘sight’ and ‘a view’, between ‘the fingers’ and ‘an object’. Lispector wants the con-
tingent moment in the run of the sentence where sight is almost but not quite separable 
from view, where fingers are almost but not quite separable from object, where sensory 
perception is almost but not quite separable from appearance. The moment where ‘a 
sound’ is ‘beyond the ear’ is still only comprehensible in terms of the mechanisms of the 
ear. Appearance can only take place where the necessary mechanics for its apprehension 
are already there and the mechanics themselves necessarily condition the appearance. 
 Tonally, Lispector produces something akin to aphorism — an opacity, like an exis-
tential formula that refuses not to be true. Unlike the aphorism, however, this opacity 
comes not from truism but from paradox: the apparent stasis of waiting for reality is none-
theless a futural destination. Reality can only become such later, when the story has al-
ready been made up, adhering to an unquestioned pre-existence, and the act of conjuring 
need no longer appear. 
 Clarice Lispector, Complete Stories, trans. Katrina Dodson (London: Penguin Classics, 2015) p.485.38
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Chapter Two: Attending Stories
I. ‘Supposing ones bones were not bone’ 
I’M STARTING AGAIN, this time with Mansfield, who writes in her notebooks (the homes of 
writerly beginnings): ‘I want to be all that I am capable of becoming so that I may be (and 
here I have stopped and waited and waited and it’s no good — there’s only one phrase that 
will do) a child of the sun.’   1
 One way to read this sentiment is as an expression of Mansfield’s desire for her ca-
pabilities to be realised. But this model of potentiality implies a prioritisation of the real 
and Mansfield has a difficult relationship with realism from the start. In another notebook, 
she writes:  
The partisans of analysis describe minutely the state of the soul, the secret motive of 
every action as being of far greater importance than the action itself. The partisans of 
objectivity give us the result of this evolution sans describing the secret processes. They 
convey the state of the soul through the slightest gesture — i.e. realism, flesh covered 
bones, which is the artist’s method for me. In as much as art seems to me pure vision I 
am indeed a partisan of objectivity. Yet I cannot take the simile of the soul and the body 
for the bone is no bony framework. Supposing ones [sic] bones were not bone but liq-
 Full quote: ‘All that we mean when we speak of the external world. A want to enter into it, to be part of it, to 1
live in it, to learn from it, to lose all that is superficial and acquired in me and to become a conscious direct 
human being. I want, by understanding myself, to understand others. I want to be all that I am capable of 
becoming so that I may be (and here I have stopped and waited and waited and it’s no good — there’s only 
one phrase that will do) a child of the sun’. Katherine Mansfield, The Katherine Mansfield Notebooks, Com-
plete Edition, ed. Margaret Scott (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002) p.287.
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uid light - which suffuses itself, fluctuates — well and good, but the bones are perma-
nent and changeless — ∴ — — that fails [underlinings original]  2
Mansfield is grappling with a tension between that which is permeable and that which is 
permanent. The ‘partisans of objectivity’ she describes are interested in making action ap-
pear inevitable, giving each moment its explanation. Where Mansfield suggests that she 
fails at this is where the body becomes representative of the soul through simile, leaving no 
space for the ‘secret processes’ not yet revealed. Instead, she seeks for the unknowable, the 
impossible and the contingent in a world of supposition in which ‘bones were not bone’ but 
something luminous, shifting and unstable. She appears not to want all the answers: the 
desire to write is in the mysteries. The desire is to write in the mysteries, to build their 
presence into the story. The secret motives, then, become a narrative attitude that ac-
knowledges a world of possibility.   
 So we might consider her phrase to ‘be all that I am capable of becoming’ as an ex-
pression of human potentiality and contingency: in short, natality. The structure of tense 
in that statement does not necessarily imply a transformation. Mansfield does not write ‘I 
want to become all that I am capable of being’, in which case it may be read as an expres-
sion of embodied potentiality, as an acknowledgement of the infinite possibilities for the 
creation and de-creation of human action that lie beyond the reach of language. Mansfield 
desires the embodiment of possibility itself: the faculty of genericity as preferable to the 
manifest action of production, the possibility of appearance as preferable to appearances 
 Mansfield,The Katherine Mansfield Notebooks, Complete Edition: Volume One, 156.Variations and repeti2 -
tions of the sentence ‘Supposing ones bones…’ appear again and again in the work of Ali Smith. Not only 
does she pick up on it in her introduction to Katherine Mansfield: The Collected Stories, but in ‘Ex-Wife’ — 
from her most recent story collection, Public Library — she quotes the line in dialogue. (Ali Smith, ‘Ex-Wife’, 
Public Library (London: Hamish Hamilton, 2015) p.106). A variation of it can also be found in Girl Meets Boy, 
where Smith takes the notion of light in the body and turns it into a more vivid description of potentiality: ‘Be-
cause of us, things came together. Everything was possible. I had not known, before us, that every vein in 
my body was capable of carrying light, like a river seen from a train makes a channel of sky etch itself deep 
into a landscape. I had not really known another body could do this to mine.’ (Ali Smith, Girl Meets Boy (Ed-
inburgh: Canongate, 2007) p.81.)
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that have already become a reality. Like Lispector, she awaits reality. But how to turn this 
attitude into story, however short, however open-ended?  
 To make space for contingency, or coincidence, the generative tension between the 
anticipated and the already-real is brought to the foreground. Mansfield creates characters 
both recognisable and contradictory, environments that are familiar yet capricious, desires 
fundamental both in spite of and because of their unfulfilment. The fervour and joy of her 
stories is in their disinclination to rest with themselves, even in their very form as short 
stories.  
 As Andrew Bennett notes: ‘Both “Prelude” and “At the Bay” are considerably longer 
than any of Mansfield’s other stories — at fifty pages and forty pages respectively they 
stretch the limits of the short story form almost to breaking point.’  And this is not the only 3
way in which Mansfield plays with the boundaries of the form. At times she quite literally 
refuses the limit: many of her stories end with the ellipsis ‘…’, expressing an absence, 
something missed out or skipped over. This occurs perhaps most poignantly at the end of 
‘Six Years Later’, which concludes enigmatically:  
 ‘I can’t bear it!’ She sits up breathing the words and tosses the dark rug away. It is 
colder than ever, and now the dusk is falling, falling like ash upon the pallid water. 
 And the little steamer, growing determined, throbbed on, pressed on, as if at the end 
of the journey there waited…  4
Here, the very action of waiting pertains to something as yet unknown. The end prescribes 
that we wait indefinitely to learn what is waiting for us.  Janet Wilson writes of this end5 -
ing: ‘The story’s setting on a steamer that crosses from one place to another, symbolically 
 Andrew Bennett, Katherine Mansfield (Tavistock: Northcote House Publishers, 2004) p.58.3
 Mansfield, The Collected Stories, 460.4
 Something similar occurs at the end of Clare Wigfall’s story ‘Meet the Monster. The unknown is given is the 5
as-yet-unreached destination point. It concludes: ’He puts his top hat beneath his arm and begins to run, 
confident that each step is taking him closer to unsolved truths, to miraculous possibilities. He follows the 
strange young girl into the fog. Running with her towards an unknown monster.’ (Clare Wigfall, ‘Meet the 
Monster’, Road Stories (London: The Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, 2012) pp.37-52, p.52.)
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from life to death, reinforces the hallucinatory, dreamlike state and the transitions be-
tween different time frames that suggest their permeability.’  There’s an ongoing concern 6
with birth and death, and with the temporal structure these limits enable, that manifests 
itself variously in the very forms of the stories themselves.  7
A coincidence of natality: Katherine Mansfield and Hannah Arendt share a birthday: Octo-
ber 14th. Arendt, whose book, The Life of the Mind, is based upon the rush of life between 
beginning and end is fascinated by the sheer radicality of possibility itself, rooted in natali-
ty, narrated by history and conditioned by death. And Mansfield, whose stories are all 
about the paradoxical shortness and momentous possibility of life, writes characters 
trapped between stasis and infinite potentiality. In ‘At the Bay’, the story about which the 
remainder of this chapter will turn, Jonathan Trout performs this in monologue:  
‘Tell me, what is the difference between my life and that of an ordinary prisoner? The 
only difference I can see is that I put myself in jail and nobody’s ever going to let me 
out. That’s a more intolerable situation than the other. For if I’d been — pushed in, 
kicking even — once the door was locked, or at any rate in five years or so, I might have 
accepted the fact and begun to take an interest in the flight of flies or counting the 
warder’s steps along the passage with particular attention to variations of tread and so 
on. But as it is, I’m like an insect that’s flown into a room of its own accord. I dash 
against the walls, dash against windows, flop against the ceiling, do everything on God’s 
earth, in fact, except fly out again. And all the while I’m thinking, like that moth, or that 
butterfly, or whatever it is, “The shortness of life! The shortness of life!” I’ve only one 
night or one day, and there’s this vast dangerous garden, unexplored.’  8
 J.M. Wilson, ‘Mansfield as (Post)colonial-Modernist: Rewriting the Contract with Death’, in Katherine Mans6 -
field and the (Post)colonial, eds. J.M. Wilson, G. Kimber, Correa D. Da Sousa (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Uni-
versity Press, 2013) pp.29-44, p.39.
 The elliptical ‘…’ is used as the conclusion of many other Mansfield stories, including ‘All Serene!’, ‘Susan7 -
nah’, ‘Second Violin’, ‘Mr and Mrs Williams’. ‘Daphne’, ‘A Married Man’s Story’ and ‘The Doves’ Nest’, though 
not always with same intensity or the haunting effect. ‘The Doves’ Nest’, for instance, ends ‘“No, I adore it,” 
answered Milly, and she began to nibble the lump of sugar…’ where the ellipsis appears to represent some-
thing of the youth of the character of Milly, who always appears much more connected to the contingency of 
the present moment, in this story, than any of the other, older characters who are always preoccupied with 
the past and the future. (Mansfield, The Collected Stories, 455). Interestingly, there is just one example of a 
Mansfield story beginning with an ellipsis and that is ‘The Canary’, which opens ‘…You see that big nail to 
the right of the front door?’ and in which every other paragraph begins ‘…’, so that the ellipsis becomes part 
of the temporal fabric of the narrative as a whole. (Mansfield, The Collected Stories, 418.)
 Mansfield, The Collected Stories, 237.8
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Here, the room is also the story. Once inside, you are bound by its terms and, what’s more, 
its origins appear confused. ‘How did I get here?’ and ‘why did I come here?’ arise as ques-
tions of equal intensity. There’s a tension between arrival and history that allows us to see 
how the room, as a figure for the story, might represent the same tension that Arendt in-
vokes where she writes ‘Man is put into a world of change and movement because he 
knows that he has a beginning and will have an end’.  The circumstances of our birth, of 9
our arrival — the world’s historicity — are beyond our control, yet our agency is in our ca-
pacity for new action, conditioned by the fact of our arrival — our birth — and this whole 
idea of a beginning, and of a person as a beginning, is only possible because there is also an 
end. If life were not made short by the fact of death, the garden would not appear so vast or 
so dangerous. The fact of birth against the fact of death, in the Arendtian view, allows for 
unpredictability — for anything, and nothing, to happen. 
II. Waiting and Seeing 
Timothy Clark’s question is ‘how far would “not being able to see” be a better model for a 
phenomenology of reading than “seeing” is?’  Here that question is reframed in terms of a 10
narrative that seeks to represent a world that makes space for the contingent — a narrative 
that is the best version of itself when certain elements appear inexplicable or, at least, be-
yond rational explanation. It seems to me a particularly appropriate question for ‘At the 
Bay’. In Mansfield, ‘not seeing’ becomes a phenomenological condition, where the simile of 
the body as expression of the secret motives of the soul is always inadequate, and that in-
adequacy becomes the impetus to gesture towards the unknown: it is a mood, a sense of 
 Arendt, ‘Willing’, The Life of the Mind, 109.9
 Clark, ’Not Seeing the Short Story: A Blind Phenomenology of Reading’, 11.10
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waiting for the contingent to appear. The secret motives of the soul are not ready for their 
own expression; they have not yet caught up with themselves. 
  Clark progresses his argument through analysis of Kate Chopin’s ‘The Blind Man’.  
This slight story turns about one thing, the blindness of the reader, who either does not 
or cannot concretise the line “Then something happened — something horrible hap-
pened that made the women faint and the strongest men who saw it grew sick and 
dizzy”, or does so wrongly. The reader stumbles in such a line as lacking in foresight or 
the ability to see ahead as Chopin’s protagonist. What happens in such a line — disori-
entation, hallucination or mere blankness — enacts the difference, normally elided be-
tween seeing and reading.  11
I’d like to think about this lack of concretisation and the enactment Clark proposes of the 
difference between reading and seeing in terms of looking both backwards and forwards. 
Where Clark suggests that, in ‘The Blind Man’, the reader is as ‘lacking in foresight as the 
protagonist’, in Mansfield this ‘disorientation, hallucination or mere blankness’ takes on 
further dimension. Jonathan, too, is grappling with a form of ‘blindness’: ‘The only differ-
ence I can see is that I put myself in jail.’ Most indistinct in the allegory Jonathan provides, 
as with the story itself, is the beginning. He describes an unfathomable and insurmount-
able task of contextualisation, caught in the difference between self-imprisonment and its 
‘ordinary’ non-auto-inflicted counterpart. Perhaps if Jonathan had felt that he had been 
‘pushed in’, this clear causality would have given way to such concretising details as ‘the 
flight of flies or counting the warder’s steps’. As this context is denied, however, time rush-
es on — the vast dangerous garden is waiting —  yet repetition — dashing against the walls, 
dashing against the windows — provides the dominant temporal motif upon the fabric of 
the day. (And Mansfield plays up this temporal paradox between the radically new and the 
familiarly repetitive with her images that refuse rational logic: how does a moth ‘flop 
against the ceiling’, exactly?) 
 What’s more, there is always something — and, at times, almost everything — resisting 
the visual frame. Andrew Bennett, writing on Mansfield, comments that: ‘The visual is 
 Clark, ’Not Seeing the Short Story: A Blind Phenomenology of Reading’, 12-13.11
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constituted by what cannot be seen, while at the same time the subject who perceives the 
scene is also veiled.’  As with Mansfield’s imagining of the bones of the body as ‘liquid 12
light’, or herself as ‘a child of the sun’, the descriptions in ‘At the Bay’ are couched in ‘what 
ifs’ — the narrative rests delicately on supposition and conjecture. Her landscapes are half-
visible, half-concealed and garlanded with vagaries. 
 Describing the water, Mansfield writes:  
It looked as though the sea had beaten up softly in the darkness, as though one im-
mense wave had come rippling, rippling — how far? Perhaps if you had waked up in the 
middle of the night you might have seen a big fish flicking in at the window and gone 
again….  13
  
The location of the addressee, the ‘you’, is not specified. In retrospect, we might attribute it 
to the character of Beryl or one of the children, asleep in their homes, or a general ‘you’, 
representing any resident of Crescent Bay, but the narrative disallows ‘concretisation’ and 
instead gives space to speculation and possibility. What we ‘see’ in the story is panoramic 
but the location of the ‘eye’ is unclear. Just as there is no clear line of causality to comfort 
Jonathan in his capitalist prison, there is no point of origin for our readerly ‘vision’. 
 Further, ’At the Bay’ begins with a series of denials, orientated towards future, present 
and past: things are ‘not yet’, things are ‘hidden’, things are ‘gone’. This is not an unusual 
feature of the Mansfield story: ‘Prelude’, ‘Je Ne Parle Pas Francais’, ‘Bliss’ and ‘The Little 
Governess’ begin, respectively, ‘There was not an inch of room…’, ‘I do not know why…’, 
‘Although…’ and ‘Oh dear, how she wished it wasn’t night-time.’ It’s one of a number of 
tactics Mansfield repeatedly employs. As Ali Smith notes in her introduction to The Col-
lected Stories: ‘Many of her stories start on the word And, as if insisting on both their own 
partialness and their belonging in a larger world, a larger referential frame’.  Points of ori14 -
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gin and finitude are equally indistinct: ‘The big bush-covered hills at the back were smoth-
ered. You could not see where they ended and the paddocks and bungalows began’; ‘there 
was nothing to mark which was beach and where was the sea.’  There is a deliberate at15 -
tempt to re-enchant the world, to make it new, unknowable, unfamiliar. The territory de-
marcated by the water is unclear, shifting and concealing, as the water and the sky mingle 
in such a way as to obscure clear vision. Clark’s sense of phenomenological blindness — the 
shortness and compactness of the story that can only be understood from within — is in 
play. But here the sense of ‘blindness’ is a temporal and psychological construct as well as a 
visual one: ‘A heavy dew had fallen. The grass was blue. Big drops hung on the bushes and 
just did not fall’.  That the dew ‘had fallen’ but is now hanging from the leaves of the 16
bushes, trapped in narrative suspension, begins to suggest a representation of time that 
Mansfield will develop in the rest of the story: that repetition and progression, a looping-
back alongside a representation of a linear movement through time, co-exist in a way that 
disallows easy understanding of either concept.  
 For Bennett, this description ‘denotes an action that is heavy with anticipation but un-
consummated.’  For me, it is a narrative sensibility. The falling of the dew is ‘consummat17 -
ed’ in as much as it has already fallen when we learn that, from the bushes, it ‘just did not 
fall’. Time progresses but in moments such as these the narrative perspective is stretching 
time against its own progression. The idea of the ‘unconsummated’ becomes the condition 
of the narrative, a sense of waiting for the story to happen amid these languorous mo-
ments. The effect is intensified by the repetition of the verb ‘to fall’: it appears first in the 
pluperfect — ‘had fallen’ — as though offering a visual context, only to be undermined by 
 Katherine Mansfield, The Collected Stories, 205.15
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the past simple — ‘did not fall’ — that describes a single action and appears, linguistically 
at least, to contradict the temporality of the previous occurrence.  
III. Interruption 
Another repetition: Jonathan too awaits reality. His ‘all the while’ suggests that life is lived 
mostly in the meantime, conditioned by its shortness and its infinite possibility. He is a 
man who ‘knows that his beginning is the beginning of his end’ and that the end is what 
enables this always-beginning.  It’s in this waiting, in attendance to the contingent, that I 18
locate a temporality of hope in Mansfield’s story. ‘At the Bay’, I will argue, seeks to point 
toward that which is inexpressible in narrative: sheer possibility. Mansfield accomplishes 
this by foregrounding the limits of the narrative space itself: the present that exists be-
tween the prison and the vast and dangerous garden. In its acknowledgment of the ‘unex-
plored’, we can think of it in terms of an Arendtian mode of Willing: a mood, an anticipa-
tion, a mode of hope. 
 Of all the characters we meet in ‘At the Bay’, Jonathan appears to have been given the 
most intense exploration of the tension between natality and mortality. In a relatively long 
short story of twelve sections, Jonathan appears most prominently in the second and the 
tenth. We meet him first, swimming, with Stanley: the story’s most efficient, time-con-
scious character.  
 Stanley’s is a life constructed within a conventional chronology: he must get his swim 
efficiently, take breakfast efficiently, in order to take the coach. When Stanley goes for his 
morning swim, his peace is disrupted by Jonathan: 
Splish-Splosh! Splish-Splosh! The water bubbled round his legs as Stanley Burnell 
waded out exulting. First man in as usual! He’d beaten them all again. And he swooped 
down to souse his head and neck. 
 Arendt, ‘Willing’, The Life of the Mind, 109.18
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 “Hail brother! All hail, Thou Mighty One!” A velvety bass voice came booming over 
the water. 
 Great Scott! Damnation take it! Stanley lifted up to see a dark head bobbing far out 
and an arm lifted. It was Jonathan Trout — there before him!  19
They exchange a few words, in which Stanley makes clear his concerns — ‘I’ve no time to — 
to — to fool about. I want to get this over. I’m in a hurry. I’ve work to do this morning — 
see?’ — which, in the context of a story so concerned with ‘The shortness of life!’, seems to 
place Stanley in a race toward death. But time, for Mansfield, is not so simple as to allow a 
clear hierarchy between those who measure it out meticulously and those who languish in 
its elongated moments. Marking the differences between himself and Stanley, Jonathan, in 
the wake of an ‘immense wave’, exclaims: 
That was the way to live — carelessly, recklessly, spending oneself. He got on to his feet 
and began to wade towards the shore, pressing his toes into the firm, wrinkled sand. To 
take things easy, not to fight against the ebb and flow of life, but to give way to it — that 
was what was needed.  20
But even Jonathan, relishing in the ‘ebb and flow of life’, is not immune to the effects of 
time, passing linearly, and in a measurable way: 
But now he was out of the water Jonathan turned blue with cold. He ached all over; it 
was as though someone was wringing the blood out of him. And stalking up the beach, 
shivering, all his muscles tight, he too felt his bathe was spoilt. He’d stayed in too 
long.  21
Time, like the narrative as a whole, is subject to the particularities of the moment. There 
are no generalisable truths. While giving way to the ebb and flow of life at one moment 
might seem like ‘the way to live’, the next ‘his bathe was spoilt’. Time is a capricious char-
acter for Mansfield. And just as Jonathan can find no stable truths within his experience of 
the water, nor can the reader find a stable perspective. The perspective shifts and warps, 
like time itself. In the story as a whole, concretisation is further elided as an effect of the 
 Mansfield, The Collected Stories, 208.19
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instability of the narrative perspective. ‘At the Bay’ moves from person to person, creature 
to creature, refusing to settle on a particular viewpoint, with the pleasantly disorientating 
effect of allowing us to see things multiply but never with omniscience. 
   
IV. Hopeful Generations 
‘At the Bay’ uses generation gaps to create a series of echoes between characters that serve 
to both represent the passage of time — one generation giving way to the next — and to 
undermine it: each generation appears, in some way, to repeat the past. But a repetition is 
never just a repetition. Time progresses both linearly and not. As Bergson has it: ‘We could 
not live over again a single moment, for we should have to begin by effacing the memory of 
all that had followed. Even if we could erase this memory from our intellect, we could not 
from our will.’  Perhaps ‘repetition’ is the wrong word altogether, perhaps ‘echo’ fits more 22
easily into this temporal scheme. Ali Smith’s ‘True Short Story’ features various echoes an-
swering back suggesting that that which conditions the past returns to us, but with new 
and contingent possibilities attached. Likewise, Grace Paley’s ‘A Conversation with My Fa-
ther’ narrates a process of re-narration. Together with Mansfield’s ‘At the Bay’, all three of 
these stories’ themes of generation and regeneration are presented through two (or more) 
characters conversing across a generation gap. In each story, in these intergenerational 
communications, a form of repetition occurs: something is passed down from one genera-
tion to the next, as part of the natural cycle of life, but always in a way that also produces 
something new or, at least, gestures towards it. In the echoes answering back we hear 
something entirely new, made possible through the reverberations of the old. Again, it’s a 
question of categories, their necessity up against their impossibility, where even a word re-
 Henri Bergson, extract from Creative Evolution, anthologised in Modernism: An Anthology of Sources, 22
Eds. Vassiliki Kolocotroni, Jane Goldman, Olga Taxidou (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998) p.71.
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peated over many times cannot be read the same way. ‘A rose is a rose is a rose’, wrote 
Gertrude Stein, where each iteration differs from the last by the paradoxical fact of there 
being more than one of the same thing.  It’s as though the very reiteration is waiting for 23
its original to catch up with it. 
 Particular parallels are drawn between Aunt Beryl and Lottie, the youngest of the Bur-
nell children. Where Lottie sits with her legs straight, expecting to be ‘wafted out to sea’ 
making ‘vague movements with her arms’, Beryl stands ‘her arms outstretched, gazing out, 
and as each wave came she gave the slightest little jump, so that it seemed it was the wave 
which lifted her so gently.’  Beryl is childlike. Just as the children can imagine their found 24
‘nemeral’ (emerald) to be ‘as big as a star’ , Beryl (whose name represents a derivative of 25
emerald) lives a vivid and amorphous dream-life:  
Why does one feel so different at night? Why is it so exciting to be awake when every-
body else is asleep? […] She jumped off her bed, ran over to the window and kneeled on 
the window-seat, with her elbows on the sill. But the beautiful night, the garden, every 
bush, every leaf, even the white palings, even the stars were conspirators too.   26
Beryl is a character whose identity is formed in her vivid projections of the futures; Lot-
tie’s, too, is rooted in hope. Yet Mansfield’s descriptions of both are firmly situated in the 
present which — characteristically for the short story form, so would say Clark — reveals 
nothing about the nature of the future itself.  
 Speaking with Stella Duffy on the why the epiphany has come to be associated with the 
short story, Ali Smith quotes Mansfield’s repeated exclamative: 
…the story itself as a form is really associated with mortality. I think it’s because it’s 
about shortness of life. It’s like Mansfield says in ‘At the Bay’ — the shortness of life the 
shortness of life exclamation mark — that’s what the story’s about. We know how fast it 
is. We know how fast it will be over. Yet the story, when you enter a story, is forever. 
And it stays as a moment … it acts like this momentous space round you, spatially, 
 Gertrude Stein, ‘Sacred Emily’, Geography and Plays, (Mineola: Dover Publications Inc., 1999) p.187.23
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which holds you in it, like you said, you revisit time in the short story …  It’s the mo-
mentousness of the moment.  27
It seems entirely fitting that Smith is referring to something already produced in conversa-
tion — ‘like you said’ — when her articulation that ‘you revisit time in the short story’ is in 
fact entirely new. Just as the ‘answer’ from the echo might really be that which determines 
the content of the ‘original’ echo in the first instance, Smith’s notion of revisiting time is 
itself not a revision or a reclamation but a provision, a proclamation. 
 Lottie’s first words in the story are ‘Wait for me, Isa-bel! Kezia, wait for me!’, where the 
chiasmic reflection in her exclamations appears in turn to reflect what is quickly revealed 
to be a recurring scenario: 
There was poor little Lottie, left behind again, because she found it so fearfully hard to 
get over the stile by herself. When she stood on the first step her knees began to wob-
ble; she grasped the post. Then you had to put one leg over. But which leg? She never 
could decide. And when she did finally put one leg over with a sort of stamp of despair 
— then the feeling was awful. She was half in the paddock still and half in the tussock 
grass.  28
  
While the eldest of the three girls, Isabel, demands that Lottie is left to deal with her 
predicament alone, Kezia, the middle daughter, comes to Lottie’s aid: 
 ‘Here, put your other foot over,’ said Kezia. 
 ‘Where?’ 
 Lottie looked down at Kezia as though from a mountain height. 
 ‘Here where my hand is.’ Kezia patted the place. 
 ‘Oh there do you mean?’ Lottie gave a deep sigh and put the second foot over.  
 ‘Now — sort of turn round and sit down and slide,’ said Kezia. 
 ‘But there’s nothing to sit down on, Kezia,’ said Lottie. 
 She managed it at last, and once it was over she shook herself and began to beam. 
 ‘I’m getting better at climbing over stiles, aren’t I, Kezia?’ 
 Lottie’s was a very hopeful nature.  29
It’s the performativity of this final sentence that fits Clark’s ‘blind phenomenology’ and 
Smith’s echo answering back. We have to wait until the end of the sentence to see what it is 
 Transcribed from: Frostrup, Mariella, Ali Smith, Stella Duffy and Kamila Shamsie. 2014 Ali Smith on How 27
to Be Both. Open book. podcast radio programme. UK: BBC Radio 4, September 18. http://www.bbc.co.uk/
programmes/b04gntl7.
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that is being described as ‘very hopeful’. Until the last word, we can only wait. ‘Nature’ is 
what concludes the temporal unit of the sentence in this instance, and nature, for Mans-
field, is what keeps going, round and round: the turning of day into night and back again, 
the ebb and flow of tides, the cycles of regeneration. Kezia does not answer Lottie’s ques-
tion. Rather, Lottie’s hopeful nature provides the answer to itself, the echo answering back. 
And Lottie is already beaming. She seems to know, like Bergson, that no repetition can be 
the same. Perhaps this is what it means to be ‘at’ the bay. As with Lispector, lingering at 
the contingent moment — ‘at the far end of sight a view’; ‘at the tip of the word is the word’ 
— we perch on the stile we have already crossed a thousand times, knowing that each repe-
tition is necessarily different, but nonetheless caught between past and future, between 
time that stretches endlessly ahead and time that seems to vanish in an instant. ‘The mo-
mentousness of the moment.’ They are waiting for something to happen, they are waiting 
for their real stories to begin, and, like Jonathan,  in the meantime, there is everything. In 
a game of make-believe much later in the day, all the children are pretending to be differ-
ent animals. An unattributed voice asks ‘Why don’t you call out, Lottie?’ and Lottie woeful-
ly replies ‘I’ve forgotten what I am’.  Like the notebooks in which Mansfield tries on her 30
ideas and the letters in which Arendt describes her writing and thinking processes, Lottie 
and Beryl are still sketching themselves out. 
  For Cixous, the process of sketching is itself an attempting to harness the sense of 
contingency in the observed object (where the clumsiness of the gerund becomes a key part 
of the drawing). Cixous writes in ‘Without end, no, State of drawingness, no, rather: The 
Executioner’s taking off’:  
It’s not a question of drawing the contours, but of what escapes the contour, the secret 
movement, the breaking, the torment, the unexpected. 
 The drawing wants to draw what is invisible to the naked eye. It’s very difficult. The 
effort to write is always beyond my strength. What you see here, these lines, these 
 Mansfield, The Collected Stories, 234.30
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strokes, are rungs on the ladder of writing, the steps which I have cut with my finger-
nails in my own wall, in order to hoist myself up above and beyond myself.  31
The drawing wanting to draw that which is invisible to the naked eye — where the eye af-
firms the existence of that which is invisible, the invisible is very much present for Cixous 
— has something in common with Mansfield’s notebook entry where ‘the bone is no bony 
framework’. Both pursue a representation of that which escapes a certain form of sensory 
perception. The naked eye cannot detect it but a different kind of feeling takes its place. 
Without the verifiability of the sensory image, however, we circle back to Clark and his 
theory that the trick of the eye of the realist novel — that ‘the fine lines are actually drawn 
by the finger that seems to be merely pointing them out’ — is not workable in the context 
of the short story. In Cixous, however, the state of ‘drawingness’ is privileged, the attempt 
is more than the product. In Mansfield, too, I argue that the ‘beyond’ is given status over 
the empirically verifiable. In the introduction to ‘At the Bay’, we are told what we cannot 
see. Cixous’s desire for ‘what escapes the contour’ is Mansfield’s desire for a kind of writing 
that does not rely on a perfect representation of the soul through the body. Both writers 
seek the contingent in the knowledge that the contingent will evade the finished work. As 
Cixous puts it: ‘Drawing, writing, what expeditions, what wanderings, and at the end, no 
end, we won’t finish, rather time will put an end to it.’  32
‘At the Bay’ concludes with nightfall and the resolution: ‘All was still’. Chronology 
has caught up with the day. Having witnessed its full rotation, we know another day will 
follow. Having witnessed the particularity of the single vibrant moments suspended within 
that rotation, almost hidden in the fabric of time, we also know that no day will be the 
same again. 
 Hélène Cixous, ‘Without end, no, State of drawingness, no, rather: The Executioner’s taking off’ in Creat31 -
ive Criticism: An Anthology and Guide, eds. Stephen Benson and Clare Connors (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Uni-
versity Press, 2014) p. 109.
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  Mansfield is an expert at expanding and contracting time. ‘At the Bay’ is told in 
twelve parts. Their relation to one another is not always clear, which could signal a desire 
to recreate a sense of haphazardness of the events of a day or of a life. At the same time, 
twelve seems a peculiar choice, as a number so readily associated with the dividing up of 
time. There are twelve months (lunar cycles) in a year, twelve hours between midnight and 
midday. The very choice to use twelve distinct sections through which to tell the story — 
and to use them disparately, without immediate cohesion or alliance to particular charac-
ters’ subjectivities —presents the same sense of ambivalence between linear and nebulous 
concepts of time that we see in Mansfield’s notebook observations between writerly objec-
tivity and ‘pure vision’. 
  Many of her opening lines are in fact subjectless. A classic Mansfield opening line 
will often use a temporal reference point in a sentence with no verb and no clear sense of 
the passage of time. ‘At the Bay’ begins ‘Very early morning.’  ‘Pictures’ begins ‘Eight o’cl33 -
ock in the morning.’  And ‘Second Violin’, in exemplary fashion, opens: ‘A February morn34 -
ing, windy, cold, with chill-looking clouds hurrying over a pale sky and chill snowdrops for 
sale in the grey streets.’  And without the verb, without time, we struggle to identify a sub35 -
ject. Subjectivity, like time, becomes stretchier, more malleable and more fluid. More than 
half of the story ‘At the Bay’ is taken up by the morning. In the fifth section ‘the morning 
lengthened’; Linda Burnell ‘dreamed the morning away’ in the sixth. Afternoon, evening 
and the dead of night-time fight for space within the six remaining sections. It’s in the sto-
ry’s most central passages that Mansfield most directly addresses ideas of birth and death. 
In the sixth section, we are with Linda as she ponders: 
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It was all very well to say it was the common lot of women to bear children. It wasn’t 
true. She, for one, could prove that wrong. She was broken, made weak, her courage 
was gone, through child-bearing. And what made it doubly hard to bear was, she did 
not love her children. It was useless pretending.  36
In perfect contrast to Linda’s reluctance to uselessly pretend at maternal feeling, in the fol-
lowing section Kezia’s violent protests allow both her and her Grandmother to very effec-
tively pretend at immortality. Kezia implores her grandmother never to die: 
 ‘Say never … say never … say never —’ She gasped between the kisses. And then she 
began, very softly and lightly, to tickle her grandma.  
 ‘Kezia!’ The old woman dropped her knitting. She swung back in the rocker. She 
began to tickle Kezia. ‘Say never, say never, say never,’ gurgled Kezia, while they lay 
there laughing in each other’s arms. ‘Come, that’s enough, my squirrel! That’s enough 
my wild pony!’ said old Mrs Fairfield, setting her cap straight. ‘Pick up my knitting.’ 
 Both of them had forgotten what the ‘never’ was about.  37
By the eighth section, having confronted birth and death around midday, we definitively 
arrive into the afternoon. 
 For Mansfield, the short story is a form that is ‘always-already’ working in excess of its 
boundaries, because of its boundaries: the ‘materiality’ of the short story both overwhelms 
and is overwhelmed by that which it seeks to express. It attends its own over-abundance in 
its lack of temporal clarity — in much the same way as Lispector misses out the punctua-
tion that would provide clarity, or remove ambiguity. ‘At the tip of the word is the word.’ 
The story is waiting for itself to become itself: its too is a hopeful nature. 
 Mansfield, The Collected Stories, 223.36
 Mansfield, The Collected Stories, 227.37
 53
Chapter Three: Generating Stories 
I. Open Circles 
‘A CONVERSATION WITH My Father’ ends with the father’s words: ‘Tragedy! You too. When 
will you look it in the face?’  The question, posed by a dying father to his writer-narrator-1
child, as the last line of the story, will remain unanswered, in so much as no response will 
follow. The only available answer can be in the story itself, which requires us to go back in 
narrative time — to read again — which in itself tells us something about the tragic genre 
and, perhaps, genre as a whole: that there is a retroactive movement in its formation. 
 That which, in Mansfield, is represented as an anticipatory attitude, reflected both 
in the narrative structure and through characterisation, becomes for Paley, part of a self-
consciously witty play on the nature of genre itself. Paley’s story appears to demand that 
we either wait or repeat: we wait for the answer to the question to appear (or not — still 
waiting), or we go back and read again.  
 For a generic category to emerge as such, a kind of generative repetition takes place 
— a repetition of the formal, structural, tonal or other recognisable narrative elements that 
communicate a text’s participation within a certain category of writing or an existing set of 
texts. Yet, there’s also waiting. There can be no perfect generic example, only generic pos-
sibilities. The elements that exceed the bounds of the text’s generic category must wait for 
their own category to arrive. Genre will shift, fold and multiply. The category cannot con-
 Grace Paley, ‘A Conversation with My Father’, The Collected Stories, (London: Virago, 2005) p.243.1
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tain all the elements of the text and, therefore, births new categories. This idea becomes a 
matter of formal invention in Ali Smith’s ‘True Short Story’ and is pursued in Chapter 
Four. ‘True Short Story’ stretches the bounds of the short story form by including myth, 
anecdote, autobiography, lists, medical acronyms and quotes. It makes use of conversa-
tional colloquialisms while at the same time engaging with critical material in the way of 
an academic essay. It uses myth to elucidate the (verifiably ‘real’) anecdote she writes 
about her friend. All in story. ‘True Short Story’ is multiply-genred and formally elastic. So, 
in Mansfield, we have hopeful characters, and, in Smith, we have hopeful forms. Here, 
alongside Paley, however, I’m concerned with how the generic category itself may be con-
sidered hopeful. 
Paley herself, as referenced in the introduction, advocated a structure in the writing of 
short stories where the end circles back to the beginning, creating a retroactive tension be-
tween the end and the beginning, and thus encouraging both repetition (rereading) and a 
sense of anticipation (there is more to be learned). But Paley is clear to state that the circle 
is never complete and, in the story’s final moments, something gestures towards the gen-
erative potentiality of its outer limit. It’s a tactic described by David Vann in ‘A Conversa-
tion with Grace’, where he writes: ‘Instead of telling us that a scene or character needed 
development, she’d tell us that a story is shaped almost like a circle, but at the last mo-
ment, instead of closing that circle the story turns the other way and opens out.’  He goes 2
on to quote — twice, in fact — a much used line of Paley’s.  Vann’s mini-essay concludes: ‘I 3
always felt the instruction extended beyond fiction into real life, into Paley’s person and 
politics. It reads: Be careful. No one should be dismissed. “Everyone, real or invented, de-
 Vann, ‘A Conversation with Grace’, 492.2
 This line also appears as an epigraph to Ali Smith’s second short story collection: Ali Smith, Other Stories 3
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serves the open destiny of life.”’  That break in the circle represents a political as well as a 4
creative perspective. 
 Paley’s image of the open circle presents the short story as a form capable of making 
something else possible. Something far more expansive than the smallness of the story it-
self is allowed to emerge through the very fact of its being contained. The possibility for 
new stories becomes part of the generic model of the story itself and for Paley this coin-
cides with a politics of hope. Throughout her work — short fiction and poetry — Paley re-
sists narratives that seek to exist within clearly-delineated frames. Rather she seeks to cre-
ate an openness, a nod towards contingency, which allows them to speak, and be spoken 
to, in worlds that exceed their own generic and narrative spaces.  5
 Ali Smith, too, looks for an openness in the short story. Quoted more extensively in 
the introduction, but a notion that merits generative repetition nonetheless, Smith writes 
in her introduction to the The Bridport Prize 2009 anthology: ‘Its nature concerns itself 
with the shortness of things; by its very brevity it challenges aliveness with the certainty of 
mortality, and vice versa too, which is why I got very excited when I read anything which 
leaned towards the story form as a force and source of life.’  6
What happens in that vice versa? It seems easy enough to understand that our 
aliveness is challenged by mortality, not least in Paley’s story where the narrator’s father is 
elderly and very ill, but to understand that our mortality might be challenged by the cer-
 Vann, ‘A Conversation with Grace’, 493.4
 And, as referenced in the introduction, it’s this attitude that forms the rationale behind the structure of this 5
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tainty of our aliveness is a far more radical proposition. It’s the radical in the form that 
Smith craves: 
I wish there had been more of these. In fact, I’d say this is the thing with which many 
of the shortlisted writers had most difficulty: the sense of an ending. Perhaps this is 
partly because a short story’s end isn’t an end at all, but always a kind of beginning: 
the point where the story, having closed, opens for and in a reader like a germinating 
seed cracks open in the ground. […] An end, when it comes, should always send you 
back to the beginning, because a good story, like any real art, demands revisitation. 
A good short story is lifelong.  7
If a good short story should always send you back to the beginning, the beginning and the 
end must relate to one another in a particular kind of way. It can’t be as clear as a question 
and answer relationship, because if the question of the ending were answered neatly in the 
story’s beginning there would be no need to go back. The story would resolve itself retro-
spectively as opposed to evoking some other possibility through the invitation of returning 
to the beginning. So what do we re-read for and why is this need to go back to the begin-
ning perceived as being so important for the success of the form? 
 It’s my argument here that this treatment of beginnings and endings in relation to 
the short story form is a formal iteration of an on-going existential conversation: a grap-
pling with the fact of our being born, as mortals, into an already-historicised world. We, as 
newborns, are not part of history, but we are given to a world that has already mobilised so 
many narratives in order to describe itself, some of which will adhere to us, while others 
slip by. Further to this, the condition of our being given to this world is that our time is 
limited by our mortality. Between natality and mortality exists a strange and compelling 
dynamic. In Chapter One, this was explored as an existential awareness embodied by a 
hopeful narrative mode. It was described through the Arendtian concept of Willing: a fu-
ture-facing mental faculty existing in acknowledgement of human capacity for radical new 
action. Read alongside Mansfield and her characters in ‘At the Bay’ in Chapter Two, this 
produced an interpretation of an unusually long short story that allowed us to imagine the 
 Ali Smith, ‘Short Story Report’, 5-6.7
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characters as forever waiting for their stories to happen to them, as existing in anticipation 
of the ‘vast and dangerous garden, waiting out there, undiscovered, unexplored’. Through 
Arendt and Mansfield the short story was positioned as a form attending to a contingent 
future beyond its narrative grasp. Here, that ‘beyond’ is mobilised as a generative limit. I 
look to genre as another way of conceptualising contingency through repetition. I do this 
by thinking about genre itself as a category that requires recognisable echoes and unrecog-
nisable elements of the new. 
 Paley’s story, ‘A Conversation with My Father’ portrays, as its title suggests, a con-
versation across generations. As one generation births the next, so my reading of this story 
seeks to think about genre and, in particular, the genre of the short story, where the limit is 
always close at hand. In a short story, after all, you are never too far from the beginning or 
the end. Contrary to Mansfield’s unusually long story ‘At the Bay’, ‘A Conversation with My 
Father’ is a little slip of a tale, told in only six pages yet holding within its brevity two drafts 
of a metafictional story, produced by the writer-narrator-child for the dying father. Death 
and life, genre and genericity co-exist irresolvably giving the story its narrative drive, just 
as natality and mortality produce in Arendt’s thought the necessary temporal conditions 
for new action in the world. 
 Ali Smith claims that good art ‘demands revisitation’ while the father in Paley’s sto-
ry demands that his child look tragedy ‘in the face’. Both require a return to the beginning. 
So, starting at the end, in critical performance of this direction, we go back before we read 
on. 
II. ‘When will you look it in the face?’  
In the story’s closing sentence, the father’s ‘when’ supposes a timeline: eventually, tragedy 
must be confronted. It suggests an inevitability. The demand, to ‘look it in the face’, posits 
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tragedy as a kind of mask and, further, invites us to place that mask on the father himself. 
While in the main body of the story the writer-narrator-child has been trying to write for 
her father another kind of story, a more hopeful kind of story, this story is not the only sub-
ject of the question. An underlying question might be: ‘When will you talk to me as though 
I’m about to die?’ Again, there can be no answer outside of the story, as the story is the 
thing that keeps their conversation alive. It is only in the experience of the story that the 
writer-narrator-child can look at anything.  
 The ‘you too’ (italics added) suggests that the writer in the story is a slightly differ-
ent person from the one with whom the father is having a conversation: ‘You too’, he says, 
with the implied corollaries: ‘you, as my child’; ‘you, as in real life’; ‘you, beyond the tech-
niques of this artifice’. It is a nod to another genre, that of memoir. In making his requests 
— both to write a ‘plain story’ and to look tragedy ‘in the face’  — the father advocates ad-
herence to particular generic principles while the writer-narrator-child refuses their very 
terms so that the impossibility of reconciling a general, generic principle with a single ex-
ample of itself may be understood as the story’s generative force. In the same way that the 
story’s concluding question demands a return to the beginning — iterations of past and fu-
ture generations existing in the moments of the story — the mere fact of generic conven-
tion, as represented by the older generation, gives birth to new forms, not genreless but 
forever exceeding genre’s bounds.  
 The story’s final question receives another, more oblique answer. Paley suggests 
that to write tragedy is to not write all that is not tragedy — an act of exclusion she refuses 
to perform. Her ‘looking it in the face’ is to see tragedy alongside its counterpoint genre of 
comedy and to write a dialogue-driven story, pitched precariously between the two. In the 
juxtaposition — in the argument — the story finds its pull. It is a life-affirming narrative 
drive: though the father is eighty-six years old and very ill, the story will outlive them both, 
and so it ends. 
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III. Back to the Start 
The story gives us three beginnings as well as three endings. The first beginning — the sto-
ry’s opening — goes:  
My father is eighty-six years old and in bed. His heart, that bloody motor, is equally 
old and will not do certain jobs anymore. It still floods his head with brainy light. 
But it won’t let his legs carry the weight of his body around the house. Despite my 
metaphors, this muscle failure is not due to his old heart, he says, but to a potassium 
shortage. Sitting on one pillow, leaning on three, he offers last-minute advice and 
makes a request.  8
Already, the father is upsetting the narrator’s writerly toolbox. ‘Despite’ suggests that, for 
the father, the metaphor — ‘that bloody motor’ — is insufficient or inaccurate. (No doubt 
he would feel similarly about Mansfield’s ‘bony framework’ that is ‘not bone but liquid 
light’.) Neither image fits comfortably within his desired realist aesthetic. Nonetheless, 
potassium is a mineral essential for muscle function, which includes the muscle of the 
heart. Already, the binary oppositions in their disagreement are disturbed by the nature of 
metaphor, where the metaphoric does not transcend or overtake the literal, but the two 
things — the bloody motor and the potassium shortage it represents — exist in tension. 
The father in the story makes a final wish for the impossible dream of realism. He wishes 
the narrator to represent reality while suppressing the artifice that construes that repre-
sentation. The father expresses a preference for the kind of ‘trompe-l’oeil’ effects that Tim-
othy Clark describes in ‘Not Seeing the Short Story: A Blind Phenomenology of Reading’. 
His request is as follows:  
‘I would like you to write a simple story just once more,’ the father says, ‘the kind Mau-
passant wrote, or Chekhov, the kind you used to write. Just recognisable people and 
then write down what happened to them next.’  9
 Grace Paley, ‘A Conversation with My Father’, in The Collected Stories (London: Virago, 2005) p.237.8
 Paley, The Collected Stories, 237; with reference to: Clark, ‘Not Seeing the Short Story: A Blind Phe9 -
nomenology of Reading’, 8.
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For Clark, ‘the trick of the eye’ is in the way in which a piece of writing seeks to appear as 
though it is describing a pre-existing reality so that the narrative emerges as a series of ob-
servations as opposed to a conjuring-up. But Paley has already made this kind of story im-
possible in ‘A Conversation with My Father’, by writing a story that takes the writing, and 
re-writing, of stories as a structural principle. 
 The writer-narrator-child responds: ‘Yes, why not? That’s possible.’ Adding: 
I want to please him though I don’t remember writing that way. I would like to try 
to tell such a story, if he means the kind that begins: “There was a woman…” fol-
lowed by plot, the absolute line between two points which I’ve always despised. 
Not for literary reasons but because it takes all hope away.  10
In the story’s opening page, the generative tension of their intergenerational interaction is 
placed in the foreground. The desire for the younger generation to please the elder is cou-
pled with the younger generation’s own desire for hope, for generative possibility. The 
writer-narrator-child appears to be describing something similar to Kristeva's ‘melancholy 
moment’ that Michael Trussler references in ‘Suspended Narratives: The Short Story and 
Temporality’.  Unlike these theorists, however, instead of grounding the assertion in terms 11
of melancholia or inexplicability, Paley’s narrator expresses dislike for the ‘absolute line 
between two points’ because of the hopelessness she perceives within it. By contrast, then, 
the inexplicable moment — melancholy, for Trussler; unfathomable, for May — becomes a 
source of hope. 
 While the father might seek a story free from Paley’s immediately recognisable, 
playfully self-conscious prose style, Paley’s narrator wants to tell a story that knows it’s a 
story, and tells you so. Their argument, perhaps a product of conflicting tastes, is also a 
product of the differing perspectives offered by age. A dying man wishes to capture the 
world as it really is — no self-acknowledged tricks, no self-reflexivity, a suppression of 
 Ibid.10
 Trussler, ‘Suspended Narratives: The Short Story and Temporality’, 565.11
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‘self’. D.S.Neff suggests that the writer-narrator-child wants to protect the imaginative life 
she has created: 
Ending is all to the father, and he attempts to bridge the gulf between his experience 
and his daughter’s by labelling the narrative ‘a tragedy. The end of a person’ (p.168). 
His cries of ‘Tragedy! Plain tragedy! Historical tragedy! No hope. The end’ (p.167) en-
gender his daughter’s desire to preserve the life she has created in her story.  12
Here the generative tension between the father and the writer-narrator child are a personi-
fication of the kinds of contingent and deathly repetitions explored and contrasted in 
Chapters One and Two, and which will be further elaborated, through Ali Smith, in Chap-
ter Five. The father, anxiously repeating the word ‘tragedy’, is himself close to death and 
this, giving him a different view on the temporality of human life, inflects his generic pref-
erences and the kind of story he wishes his writer-narrator-child to compose. He denies 
hope, in part, because he is increasingly aware of his own lessened capacity for new action 
in the world. He is running out of time, or, rather, time is running away with him. The 
writer-narrator-child, however, understands the generic lines imposed by the decree ‘No 
hope. The end’ and the generic possibility contained within them. It is because we will die 
that the human condition — a temporal condition perched astride historicity, natality and 
mortality — allows for radical and creative new action. 
 Reflecting on Mansfield’s note in her journal —  ‘Realism, flesh covered bones…
supposing ones bones were not bone but liquid light’ — Ali Smith suggests that ‘Mansfield 
senses, in the very structures of things, a different kind of realism.’  Perhaps it could, at 13
this juncture, be suggested that the short story in general is concerned with ‘a different 
kind of realism’, a realism placed not between but astride mortality and natality. I would 
like to connect this re-elaborated account of the temporality of the short story to Arendt’s 
 D.S. Neff, ‘“Extraordinary Means”: Healers and Healing in “A Conversation with My Father”’, Literature and 12
Medicine Vol. 2 (1989): 123.
 Smith, ‘Introduction’, Katherine Mansfield: The Collected Stories, xix.13
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theories of natality and action as a way to think more about the political aspects of Paley’s 
open destinies — and of the short story at large. 
 For Arendt, the facts of our being born and our being unique can be mobilised to 
form a broader political thesis. Arendt writes: ‘In man, otherness, which he shares with 
everything that is, and distinctness, which he shares with everything alive, become 
uniqueness; and human plurality is the paradoxical plurality of unique beings.’  That ‘with 14
each birth something uniquely new comes into the world’ is proof for Arendt of her asser-
tion that 
The new always happens against the overwhelming odds of statistical laws and their 
probability, which for all practical, everyday purposes amounts to certainty; the new 
therefore always appears in the guise of a miracle. The fact that man is capable of 
action means that the unexpected can be expected from him, that he is able to per-
form what is infinitely improbable.  15
Throughout short story theory, the form has been so readily defined by its brevity, which 
has led Michael Trussler to view its temporality in terms of ‘suspension’ and ‘isolation of 
event’  and Charles Baxter to theorise upon short story as the expression of ‘the widened 16
moment’.  By reframing these theories with Arendt’s theories of Willing, Plurality and Ac17 -
tion, we can begin to conceive of the short story, through its very shortness, as a form of 
infinite possibility. 
 Trussler concludes his essay, ‘Suspended Narratives: Short Story Temporality’, with 
the conviction: ‘When we read short fiction we are placed in the hiatus between knowing 
and not-knowing; first we interpret then, as Banks suggests, we listen.’  What I’m suggest18 -
 Arendt, The Human Condition, 176.14
 Ibid.15
 Trussler, ‘Suspended Narratives: Short Story Temporality’, 573.16
 Charles Baxter, ‘Introduction’, Sudden Fiction International, eds. Robert Shapard and James Thomas 17
(New York: Norton, 1989) pp.17-25.
 Trussler, ‘Suspended Narratives: Short Story Temporality’, 575.18
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ing is that when we are brought into the world we exist within a triumvirate of complex 
forces: historicity, natality and mortality, all of which contribute to an on-going ambiva-
lence between knowing and not-knowing, between understanding our lives as short and 
finite and also acknowledging the infinite possibility that exists within that limited scope. 
It’s a view of temporality that does not sit well with the novel which, as Clark shows us in 
‘Not Seeing the Short Story’, relies upon a different narrative relationship with historicity. 
IV: First Draft 
The writer-narrator-child writes down a story ‘that had been happening for a couple of 
years right across the street’.  It’s a single paragraph and it tells of a woman whose son be19 -
comes a junkie. In order to maintain a relationship with him, she becomes a junkie too. 
Eventually, however, the son gives it all up and his mother, still a junkie, is left ‘hopeless 
and alone’.  The narrator describes the story as ‘an unadorned and miserable tale’, repre20 -
senting her understanding of the father’s wishes. And the father’s response is:  
‘But that’s not what I mean. You misunderstood me on purpose. You know there’s a lot 
more to it. You know that. You left everything out.  Turgenev wouldn’t do that. Chekhov 
wouldn’t do that. There are in fact Russian writers that you’ve never heard of, you don’t 
have an inkling of, as good as anyone, who can write a plain ordinary story, who would 
not leave out what you have left out. I object not to facts but to people sitting in trees 
talking senselessly, voices from who knows where…’  21
Here, the father appears to be referring to one of Paley’s earlier stories, ‘Faith in a Tree’. 
It’s a story that demonstrates beautifully Paley’s structural proposition that the story, at 
the very last minute, opens out, as it ends with what Deborah Heller describes as ‘Faith’s 
 Paley, The Collected Stories, 237.19
 Paley, The Collected Stories, 238.20
 Ibid.21
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awakening to greater political consciousness’.  The final paragraph pinpoints a moment of 22
possibility, a change in direction: 
And I think that is exactly when events turned me around, changing my hairdo, my job 
uptown, my style of living and telling. Then I met women and men in different lines of 
work, whose minds were made up and directed out of that sexy playground by my chil-
dren’s heartfelt brains, I thought more and more and every day about the world.  23
The telling of the moment indicates a shift in a ‘style of living and telling’. The Arendtian 
principle that the contingent moment is made available by ‘the backward glance of the his-
torian’ is brought to life through this paragraph.  
In The Human Condition, reaching towards a definition of ‘Action’, Arendt tells us, 
variously, that it belongs to ‘the space of appearance’; that it takes place between political 
equals, and that it is ‘ontologically rooted’ in ‘the fact of natality’. She describes action in 
terms of a ‘boundlessness’ that relates to both the Derridean concept of genre as generalis-
ing and generative as well as Paley’s desire to protect ‘the open destiny of life’.  
The frailty of human institutions and laws and, generally, of all matters pertaining to 
men’s living together, arises from the human condition of natality and is quite inde-
pendent of the frailty of human nature. The fences inclosing private property and insur-
ing the limitations of each household, the territorial boundaries which protect and 
make possible the physical identity of a people, and the laws which protect and make 
possible its political existence, are of such great importance to the stability of human 
affairs precisely because no such limiting and protecting principles arise out of the ac-
tivities going on in the realm of human affairs itself. The limitations of the law are nev-
er entirely reliable safeguards against the action from within the body politic, just as 
the boundaries of the territory are never entirely reliable safeguards against action from 
without. The boundlessness of action is only the other side of its tremendous capacity 
for establishing relationships, that is, its specific productivity’  24
The boundary that Arendt describes in political terms becomes an attempt to contain and 
to protect against the adverse affects of the ‘boundlessness’ of human potentiality. As polit-
ical action, for Arendt, ‘has an inherent tendency to force open all limitations and cut 
 Deborah Heller, ‘Faith, Optimism and the Place of the Personal: “Grace Paley’s” Later the Same Day and 22
“Midrash on Happiness”’, Studies in American Jewish Literature, Vol. 22, The Emerging Landscape: Tradition 
and Innovation (2003) pp. 79-91, p.79.
 Paley, The Collected Stories, 198.23
 Arendt, The Human Condition, 191.24
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across all boundaries’ a paradox appears between the boundary and boundless potentiali-
ty.  Neither one can exist without the other. Inherent within action is a tendency to break 25
the boundaries that were designed to protect against the unpredictability of action. 
 This potentiality is rooted in the fact of our birth, which, for Arendt, gives cause for 
hope:  
The miracle that saves the world, the realm of human affairs, from its normal, ‘natural’ 
ruin is ultimately the fact of natality in which the faculty of action is ontologically root-
ed. It is, in other words, the birth of new men and the new beginning, the action they 
are capable of by virtue of being born. Only the full experience of this capacity can be-
stow upon human affairs faith and hope  26
Only in the possibility of new and radical action is there hope. Arendt and Paley find hope 
in contingent possibility, open destiny, which is also dangerous. 
 In ‘A Conversation with my Father’, the ‘birth’ and ‘the new beginning’ are personi-
fied through the writer-narrator-child and the son of the story told, and retold, at the re-
quest of the father. The capacity for action produces a friction between the generations. 
Within that friction is the story. But potentiality can’t arise from the fact of birth alone: it 
requires a community, an audience, a shared space within which something, in compari-
son to all the other things, might appear new, by contradistinction. It relates to another 
founding Arendtian paradox: ‘In man, otherness, which he shares with everything that is, 
and distinctness, which he shares with everything alive, become uniqueness, and human 
plurality is the paradoxical plurality of unique beings.’  Through Arendt, we can elaborate 27
upon Paley’s claim that, real or invented, everyone deserves the open destiny of life, be-
cause we arrive into the world as an embodiment of potentiality, within a community of 
others, all unique, held together by their difference. And we can read these paradoxes of 
the Arendtian human condition productively alongside ‘A Conversation with my Father’.  
 Arendt, The Human Condition, 190.25
 Arendt, The Human Condition, 247.26
 Arendt, The Human Condition, 176.27
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 The father has one understanding of what a ‘simple story’ might be and the narrator 
has another, but it remains unclear whose understanding is ahead and whose behind. 
Which came first? Is the writer-narrator-child part of a new generation of thought and the 
father simply traditionalist, or even old-fashioned? Or, has the writer-narrator-child sim-
ply not reached the mortal edge at which it becomes imperative to represent things as they 
really are, to see how we got here: to understand what it was to be born before we die. As 
Heller notes of Paley: 
‘The open destiny of life,’ which the narrator of ‘Conversation’ holds as an entitlement 
of ‘everyone, real and invented,’ does seem possible for some in Paley’s world. But this 
should not blind us to the fact that her stories also present a number of foreclosed des-
tinies, including that of the dying father  28
It is on these edges — the edges of their conflicting understandings of the genre of the 
’simple story’, the ‘plain story’, and the edges of a life — that ‘A Conversation with My Fa-
ther’ is placed. 
V. Second Attempt 
To the second story draft of the story written by the writer-narrator-child, given to us with-
in the umbrella story of ‘A Conversation with My Father’, the father has a threefold re-
sponse against which the narrator makes a defence: 
 ‘Number One: You have a nice sense of humor. Number Two: I see you can’t tell a 
plain story. So don’t waste time.’ Then he said sadly, ‘Number Three’ I suppose that 
means she was alone, she was left like that, his mother. Alone. Probably sick?’ 
  I said, ‘Yes.’ 
  ‘Poor woman. Poor girl, to be born in a time of fools, to live among fools. The 
end. The end. You were right to put that down. The end.’ 
  I didn’t want to argue, but I had to say, ‘Well, it is not necessarily the end, 
Pa.’  29
The writer-narrator-child wants to engage with the father’s understanding of what makes a 
story a story and tries to meet his demands. His critique of the second attempt, which itself 
 Heller, ‘Faith, Optimism and the Place of the Personal: “Grace Paley’s” Later the Same Day and “Midrash 28
on Happiness”, 79.
 Paley, The Collected Stories, 241.29
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emerges from a critique of the first, performs the intergenerational tension that is integral 
to the short story form. That is: it performs the fact of our entering into a world that has 
already been narrated and re-narrated many, many times and whose conventions of narra-
tion do something to shape our ability to narrate for ourselves. Nonetheless, we each, as 
new and unique beings, do something to appropriate this inheritance and, in doing so, cre-
ate something new. When the father insists that the story has concluded, the writer-narra-
tor-child wants to push for further possibility. For the writer-narrator-child, the end is not 
only an end but, in Smith’s terms, a sending back to the beginning.  
 For the father, the character created in the story is the product of the circumstances 
of her birth, of being born into a world that in so many ways is already formed: ‘Poor 
woman. Poor girl, to be born in a time of fools, to live among fools. The end. The end.’ 
When the writer-narrator-child insists that ‘it is not necessarily the end’, the argument 
produces a tension that places the story within the complex temporality of what O’Byrne 
terms ‘natal finitude’, where historicity, natality and mortality each have their part to play 
in the way we situate ourselves within time. The older generation, represented by the fa-
ther in the story, represents an important part of that which has shaped the narrator but 
the moment of insistence that ‘it is not necessarily the end’ represents that which is made 
possible by natality, by future generations and by our capacity to generate: our genericity. 
The perspectives and criticisms of one generation might help to shape the creativity of the 
next, but it can never predict the totality of that creative output. 
VI. Generic Impurity 
Paley notes in the opening pages of Enormous Changes at the Last Minute — the collec-
tion in which ‘A Conversation with My Father’ appears — ‘Everyone in this book is imag-
ined into life except the father. No matter what story he has to live in, he’s my father, I. 
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Goodside, M.D., artist and storyteller.’  Paley invites the autobiographical reading without 30
allowing her stories to belong to the genre of autobiography in any neat way. They partici-
pate in certain of the conventions of memoir as well as those of fiction with varying levels 
of commitment. What this biographical slant allows in the particular case of ‘A Conversa-
tion with My Father’ is an intergenerational conversation between writer and critic. As well 
as the notion of biological generation, we have a sense of a conversation between genera-
tions of writers: between Chekhov, Maupassant, Turgenev and Paley herself. 
 Writing on Dilthey’s use of generation ‘to specify the form of our historical being’, 
Anne O’Byrne writes in Natality and Finitude that: 
What is at work [in Dilthey] without being made a theme is what Arendt will call the 
natal energy of the members of the new generation. As natals, we always arrive late, 
in the wake of generations of others, but precisely because we are natal and have a 
capacity for newness, coming after those others is not a matter of following their 
lead or being shaped by them; it is also the creative, destructive taking on of what is 
handed down.  31
In performing the role of the critic, the father in the story allows this creative, destructive 
relationship to unfold. As the writer-narrator-child responds to his criticism, her ideas 
evolve, never in the way that he intended but in a way that allows her to perform the cre-
ation of a new kind of story.  
 Critical writing on Paley herself has two — if indeed they can be divided — main fo-
cusses: gender and genre. Regarding gender, scholarship hails Paley as giving voice to 
women’s communities and the domestic, as radicalising aspects of ‘feminine’ life and giv-
ing literary space to the lives of Jewish women.   On genre, studies are more varied and, in 32
certain areas, make obvious overlaps with gender-orientated critiques. Darcy Brandel 
 Grace Paley, Enormous Changes at the Last Minute, (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 2009) p.1.30
 Anne O’Byrne, Natality and Finitude, (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2010), p.65.31
 See, in particular: Sanford Pinsker, ‘Grace Paley’s Book of the Ordinary,” Gettysburg Review 7, No. 4 Au32 -
tumn 1994): 696 - 702; Jacqueline Taylor, Grace Paley: Illuminating Dark Lives (Austin: University of Texas 
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writes that ‘[m]any critics struggle with placing her as a writer; her crossover presence in 
both the political and the literary spheres may leave readers questioning her intentions 
with regard to genre.’  Other critics focus on Paley’s blurring of fiction and memoir, in33 -
cluding Daniel Chaskes who says she ‘routinely blends fiction, memoir, anti-war advocacy, 
and meditations on the duties of maternity’ . Jacqueline Taylor writes that Paley’s stories 34
‘continue to probe the limits of genre and the relationship between orality and literature.’  35
In a footnote, Brandel asks (and never answers):  
Furthermore, how are we to make sense of her mixing of genres, especially when we 
move between them in one piece, as in the talk “Like All Other Nations”? Paley be-
gins this talk by reading a short story of hers, then moves into more explicitly auto-
biographic anecdotes and concludes with a poem of hers. As a literary scholar, can 
one still consider the impact of these genres upon the audiences (both listening and 
reading), or does the point become uninteresting when the original context changes 
the way we understand and consider craft? How might knowing this text was origi-
nally delivered as a talk change the way we consider its style and format and the way 
those may affect our engagement with it?  36
  
What I’m asking is this: How does the mixing of genres become generative for Paley’s writ-
ing? How might this relate to the hopeful nature of the story itself? While Chapter Two 
framed this idea through a reading of Mansfield’s characters — exquisitely aware of the 
dangers of the unknowable — this chapter explores the way in which the generic category 
of the short story cannot know about itself. 
 Judie Newman suggests: ‘The broken-backed form of the tale brings into sharp fo-
cus the potential mismatch between form and message.’  By bringing in the metafictive 37
element in the very first paragraph, Paley renders uncertain the ‘aesthetic integrity’ of the 
 Darcy L. Brandel, ‘Performing Invisibility: Dialogue as Activism in Grace Paley’s Texts’ Frontiers: A Journal 33
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text and introduces to us the logic of the story: there is no certain or complete aesthetic 
unity because, in the very beginning, particular routes through the story are made available 
or denied by way of aesthetic choices, but there will always be a moment where the aes-
thetic agenda is made visible and in that moment aesthetic integrity falls apart.  38
 Derrida writes: ‘What if there were, lodged within the heart of the law itself, a law of 
impurity or a principle of contamination? And suppose the condition for the possibility of 
the law were the a priori of a counter-law, an axiom of impossibility that would confound 
its sense, order and reason?’  39
 This, in a text that begins: 
Genres are not to be mixed. 
I will not mix genres.  40
  
Derrida goes on to illuminate the many ways in which these two lines may be interpreted, 
depending on the emergent context of the text or speech act to which they belong. What is 
required of a piece of writing is a ‘re-mark’ which would categorise his writing as pertain-
ing to a particular genre. The ‘axiom of impossibility’ is that this ‘re-mark’ would not itself 
participate in the genre; though entirely necessary to its constitution, the re-mark itself ex-
ists beyond the category.  41
 ‘The Law of Genre’ makes clear a distinction between belonging and participation: 
‘Every text participates in one or several genres, there is no genreless text, there is always a 
 Neff makes a similar point, to different ends: ‘In "A Conversation with My Father," Grace Paley, the daugh38 -
ter of a physician, seeks to establish a new dialectical balance between medical and literary efforts to cope 
with mortality; she fabricates metafiction (fiction that explicitly comments on its fictive nature) that simultan-
eously reinforces and undermines the aesthetic integrity of fictional remedies for death’s sting, forcing art to 
wrestle with its artifice as it investigates ethical complexities of healing’ (Neff, ‘“Extraordinary Means”: Heal-
ers and Healing in “A Conversation with My Father”’, 119).
 Derrida, ‘The Law of Genre’, Acts of Literature, 225.39
 Derrida, ‘The Law of Genre’, Acts of Literature, 223.40
 ‘What interests me is that this re-mark — ever possible for every text, for every corpus of traces — is ab41 -
solutely necessary for and constitutive of what we call art, poetry or literature.’ Jacques Derrida, ‘The Law of 
Genre’, 229.
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genre and genres, yet such participation never amounts to belonging.’  Taken with half a 42
glance towards this statement as it was first written in French, astride the shared root of 
participer and appartenir, it is a statement which helpfully aligns itself with Paley’s decla-
ration that ‘Everyone, real or invented, deserves the open destiny of life’. Paley wants her 
characters to participate in story, without their participation amounting to a kind of struc-
tural belonging. Both Paley’s and Derrida’s understanding of genre and generic possibility 
is rooted in a sensing of political freedom.  (To write ‘a sense’ might suggest a common 43
understanding of the bounds of political freedom itself. Rather, I’m following Formosa’s 
footsteps, invoking a mood, a hopeful awareness.) We attempt an appropriation of the his-
tory of the world into which we are born and of which we become a part, and we may be a 
part of that world without the fact of our participation within certain narratives of history 
‘amounting to belonging’.  ‘Belonging’ would draw too bold a line around our experience; it 
would foreclose too much.  
 Derrida goes on to read Blanchot’s novella, La folie du jour, in relation to his genre 
question, concluding that  
Everything seems to happen as if the récit — the question of or rather the demand for 
the récit, the response and the nonresponse to the demand — found itself staged and 
figured as one of the themes, objects, stakes in a more bountiful text, La folie du jour, 
whose genre would be of another order and would in any case overstep the boundaries 
of the récit with all of its generality and all of its genericity.  44
What use might a would-be short story theorist make of ‘generality’ and ‘genericity’? If we 
understand ‘generality’ to be that which is inherited and has become convention, and 
‘genericity’ as that which has a capacity to generate beyond itself, ‘A Conversation with My 
Father’ allows us to see how a short story, by virtue of its being so short, is always both 
 Derrida, ‘The Law of Genre’, Acts of Literature, 230.42
 As elaborated in Chapter One, Arendt too grapples with the idea of freedom in the writing of the chapter 43
on Willing. She cites it as a ‘problem’, something to be managed, but not foreclosed.
 Derrida, ‘The Law of Genre’, Acts of Literature, 234-5.44
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contained within its form and speaking to something much larger than itself in that it has 
the power to generate something more than can be contained within its own brevity. Just 
as the writer-narrator-child wants to emphasise that the end of the story-within-the-story 
is ‘not necessarily the end’, the father’s concluding question, ‘When will you look it in the 
face?’, only gets its answer in the totality of the story, which perpetuates beyond itself, 
within the confines of its formal constraints. Their conversation, like the generic category, 
has no real end. The father’s demand to know — ‘When will you look it in the face?’ — is 
both unanswerable and is answered in the existence of the story itself. It is the democracy 
à venir: that will come, never come, and is already here — a syncopated future-present, 
suggesting a simultaneous lagging behind and catching up. 
VII. Generic Blindness 
There appears a connection between the kind of story that the father in the conversation is 
demanding and the kind of realism Clark describes, in ‘Not Seeing the Short Story: A Blind 
Phenomenology of Reading’, as irreconcilable to its very brevity. Another concern of the 
novels of the 19th century realists is to present by way of synecdoche a particular specimen 
of a man that may serve to represent a whole swathe of the population sharing with him 
certain demographic qualities in terms of class and financial status, which would, perhaps, 
relate to the father’s plea for the writer-narrator-child to produce a story about ‘recognis-
able people’ and ‘what happened to them next’ (another reference to a technique beloved 
of the realist tradition: linearity). 
 What Clark proposes is a deconstructive move that I believe is also performed in ‘A 
Conversation with My Father’. Clark writes:  
The blindness of the short story is not only a matter of its relative lack of concretiza-
tion. It may extend into a deeper sense of enclosure in the sense of a perception of 
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being within something bounded, but without the possibility of an assured 
overview.  45
This brings us back to Mansfield’s slippery use of perspective in ‘At the Bay’, where our 
viewpoint is constant only in its fluidity, yet, in the moment of a clause or a sentence, will 
often be bounded to a singular pair of eyes. The possibility of an overview is held within 
reach but continually denied. With Paley, however, this sense of boundedness is held in the 
relationship between beginning and end, as is, perhaps, to be expected of a six-page-long 
short story. So here we look to Clark, not for the short story’s acts of literary conjuring or 
for the blindness of the narrative perspective but, rather, for the blindness of closure and 
enclosure. The father’s demand to know — ‘When will you look it in the face?’ — is both 
unanswerable and is answered in the existence of the story itself. 
 Clark goes on to describe Derrida’s use of the term ‘closure’ as distinguished from 
‘end’: 
This means not closure in the sense of achieving a fulfilled cognitive and aesthetic 
structure, but enclosure as an intense sense of finitude or boundedness. To perceive 
the enclosure of a thought in this sense is not to move outside it but to experience its 
confinement, its limitedness, without its being possible to determine that finitude 
from any kind of elsewhere. In other words, there is an experience of, simultaneous-
ly, completion or saturation — achieved modes of reading and closure in the limited 
sense may well have been fulfilled — but also of finitude, of having reached a limit or 
a border but without being able to formulate what might be beyond it, for there is no 
secure alternative space from which the predicament could be overseen.  46
We can think of the father in ‘A Conversation’ as a character acutely aware of his own fini-
tude and seeking the trompe-l’oeil effect of the omniscient overview pertaining to a realist 
aesthetic. It is not possible for the father to ‘move outside’ the enclosure of mortality in or-
der to see what lies ahead, but his experience of his own personal finitude is what produces 
in the next generation — through the writing of his writer-narrator-child — an equal and 
opposite reaction in the form of a desire for hope and open destiny. Again, their relation-
  Clark, ’Not Seeing the Short Story: A Blind Phenomenology of Reading’, 18.45
 Ibid.46
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ship is mutually-constitutive. His sense of finitude furthers her desire for contingency; the 
narrative contingency she pursues sharpens his awareness of the end. 
 Anne O’Byrne turns this intergenerational border into a border that also seeks to 
find the limit of the self, in keeping with the paradox that Arendt finds in human plurality: 
 The key is generational temporality, a mode of being in time that not only allows the 
experience of past, present, and future to fold into one another but also acknowl-
edges our experience of ourselves as material, social and historical (that is, in 
Arendt’s terms, political) being. Finitude emerges now as being among others; 
among others we are constituted as individuals.  47
In the intergenerational conflict between father and daughter, the tension of natality and 
finitude is what affirms their relationship and keeps the story alive. The contingent is made 
possible through a notion of finitude and vice versa. The ‘life force’ that Ali Smith seeks to 
encounter in the short story is found precisely in the tussle between life and death. As 
Arendt writes, in The Life of the Mind: ‘That we are in possession of these limiting bound-
ary concepts enclosing our thought within insurmountable walls — and a notion of the ab-
solute beginning or the absolute end is among them — does not tell us more than that we 
are indeed finite beings.’   48
 Anne O’Byrne, quoting from Nancy’s Corpus, writes in Natality and Finitude: 
‘What this means in terms of temporality is that we are bodies that come to be and pass 
away according to the specific rhythm of “being born, dying, open, closed, enjoyment 
[jouissant], suffering, touching one another, withdrawing.” The syncopated temporality of 
our birth means that we are always running to catch up with ourselves, always struggling 
to make sense of the fact that we already are.’   49
VIII: Short Story Theory Catching Up With Itself 
  O’Byrne, Natality and Finitude, 76.47
 Arendt, ‘Willing’, The Life of the Mind, 200-1.48
 O’Byrne, Natality and Finitude, 137.49
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Relating a particular philosophy seeking to describe the temporality of the human condi-
tion to the temporality of short form fiction, marks — rather appropriately — a new stance 
for short story theory. While the unpredictable or the inexplicable turn of events has fre-
quently been described as a generic quality of short form fiction, as elaborated in the in-
troduction, this observation has tended to fall into theories predominantly formalist, or 
melancholic, or both. May’s description in ‘The Short Story’s Way of Meaning’, for in-
stance, states that ‘the formal demands of the tale outweigh the realistic demands of 
verisimilitude…because the story’s shortness requires an aesthetic rather than a natural 
form’.  There’s a circularity to this argument — the formal demands overpower the de50 -
mands of verisimilitude because of the nature of the form — that disallows the kind of pos-
sibility that Paley looks for in her ‘open circle’ structure. My way out of this loop has been, 
with the help of Timothy Clark, to privilege the limit of the story’s shortness as a phenom-
enological experience relating to the phenomenological limits of our existence. 
 Using the ending of William Samson’s story, ’The Vertical Ladder’, the central char-
acter of which is Flegg, Michael Trussler has this to say about temporality and the short 
story: ‘Alone, paralysed in a present that seems endless, Flegg might be said to embody the 
manner in which short stories suspend the single event from the future and, often, the 
past.’ Trussler also calls upon Dilthey to further his argument that the short story performs 
a temporal suspension: ‘Describing Schleiermacher, Dilthey writes: “Each one of his expe-
riences [Erlebnisse] existing by itself is a separate picture of the universe taken out of its 
explanatory context.” I can think of no better description for the short story’s mechanics.’  51
What, then, is the temporality of this explanatory context? If we follow Arendt, that context 
 Charles E. May, ‘The Short Story’s Way of Meaning: Alice Munro’s “Passion”’, Narrative, Vol 20, No. 2 50
(May 2012) pp.172-182, p.176.
 Trussler, ‘Suspended Narratives: The Short Story and Temporality’, 277.51
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could only arrange itself about the experience after the fact of the experience. As opposed 
to conceptualising the short story as an uncontextualised moment, I see the short story as a 
form more apt to acknowledge the uncontextualisable moments of life that represent a 
human capacity for radical new action through its awareness of the limits of both life and 
perception. The contingent, the unknowable and the not yet knowable are woven into its 
textual fabric by the fact of us always coming up against that which we can’t see: the before 
and the after. Trussler’s notion of suspension is not so much to do with the ‘mechanics’ of 
the short story — which again would take us back to form — but that the short story pro-
vides a different method of describing lived and temporal experience: one that is deeply 
concerned with both natality and finitude. It is not so much a suspension as a grappling 
with the facts of our having been brought into a world that is already old, as new mortals. 
It is grappling with historicity, natality and mortality together as the three conditions that 
shape our lives. Short stories, I have argued, use this ontological and epistemological ten-
sion in their very structures, so that both the end and the beginning are in it from the start.
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Chapter Four: Essaying Stories 
Ali, I’m answering back. 
 Is that what you meant? 
 At the end of ‘True Short Story’, you write that joke, with that punchline: 
When is the short story like a nymph? 
When the echo of it answers back.  1
I suppose this isn’t so much an echo, or an answer, as an attempt. But I’m answering to 
something, and I’m echoing it, too. And here, in this last of four critical chapters, following 
on from Mansfield and Paley, this contingency thing is really taking off. From hopeful 
characters in Mansfield to hopeful genres in Paley, in ‘True Short Story’, I’m reading gener-
ic hybridity as a hopeful form. 
 ‘True Short Story’, it seems to me, wants to stretch the possibilities of the form in 
order to challenge the very idea of defining a story, the very idea of definition, to see what 
else the story might do. And, Ali, you’re not alone in this experiment. The world of short 
fiction abounds with stories also participating in something else. Or perhaps this is just 
what the short story itself is impelled to do: in that short short time between beginning and 
 Ali Smith, The First Person and Other Stories (London: Penguin, 2009) p.16.1
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end, it’s always looking outside of itself.  In ‘True Short Story’, you include all manner of 2
things that I like to think of as forms and rhetorical modes that participate in but don’t 
necessarily belong to the short story genre. There’s a reported conversation between two 
strangers, who may have been a father and son or some other iteration of a paternal-filial 
paradigm; there is your friend Kasia, defiant and articulate, with a life-threatening illness 
but representing nonetheless an affirmative, life-giving life-force; a rewriting of the myth 
of Echo and Narcissus, in itself both an ‘echo’ and a response, and, finally, a list of things 
that have been said about short stories by those who write them. All before the joke.  
 And all this time taken in the build-up is critical for the joke.  
 As Simon Critchley says: 
…a true joke, a comedian’s joke, suddenly and explosively lets us see the familiar defa-
miliarised, the ordinary made extraordinary and the real rendered surreal, and we 
laugh in a physiological squeal of transient delight, like an infant playing peek-a-boo. In 
my view, the best humour brings about a change of situation, a transient but significant 
shift in the way we view reality. […] The anti-rite of the joke signs the sheer contingency 
or arbitrariness of the social rites in which we engage. By producing a consciousness of 
contingency, humour can change the situation in which we find ourselves, and can even 
have a critical function.   3
Like you said yourself: ‘It’s the momentousness of the moment’.  Transient but significant. 4
Humour allows the contingent to appear from within the most familiar and ordinary of set 
 There are many examples of short stories that take on forms and rhetorical modes not traditionally associ2 -
ated with prose fiction. For example, Philip Langeskov’s ‘Notes on a Love Story1’ is a story told both in prose 
and through the use of discursive literary footnotes. (Philip Langeskov, ‘Notes on a Love Story1’, Five Dials 
Number 9: The Fiction Issue, June 2008, http://fivedials.com/files/fivedials_no9.pdf.) Jorge Luis Borgès, too, 
likes to play with the conventions of academic writing, perhaps most provocatively in ‘Pierre Menard, Author 
of the Quixote’, where the story forms a kind of fictional literary history with a bibliographic catalogue ‘Pierre 
Menard’s’ works. (Jorge Luis Borgès, ‘Pierre Menard and the Quixote’, Fictions, trans. Andrew Hurley (Lon-
don: Penguin, 2000) pp.33-43.) Other, non-academic, kinds of formal hybridity arise in stories that reference 
alternative forms of storytelling. May-Lan Tan’s story ‘Candy Glass’ reads as a screenplay, complete with 
stage directions and scripted dialogue (May-Lan Tan, ‘Candy Glass’, Things to Make and Break (London: CB 
Editions, 2014) pp. 106-155.) And Xiaolu Guo’s story ‘The Third Tree’ is composed as a series of text mes-
sages. (Xiaolu Guo, ‘The Third Tree’, Lovers in the Age of Indifference (London: Chatto and Windus, 2010) 
pp.112-144.)
 Simon Critchley, ‘Did You Hear The One About The Philosopher Writing A Book On Humour?’. Richmond 3
Journal of Philosophy (Autumn 2002) pp.1-6, p.3, also available online: accessed March 10, 2016, http://
www.richmond-philosophy.net/rjp/back_issues/rjp2_critchley.pdf.
 Transcribed from: Frostrup, Mariella, Ali Smith, Stella Duffy and Kamila Shamsie. 2014 Ali Smith on How to 4
Be Both. Open book. podcast radio programme. UK: BBC Radio 4, September 18. http://www.bbc.co.uk/pro-
grammes/b04gntl7.
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ups. ‘True Short Story’ deals in that tension from beginning to end: the extraordinary is 
part of the everyday.   
 Ali, you do transient delight really rather well. And not just that, you take delight in 
the transient, particularly the transient nature of thought and attention. You move from 
one thing to the next, with delight. You don’t force the connections upon us. The joy is in 
the sense of connectedness by imagination, serendipity on the horizon, how imaginative 
association — under which broad term, surely, empathy must fall — contains within it a 
kind of contingent power, some ungeneralisable potential. What you see, arguably in all 
your stories, is not exactly the ordinary made extraordinary but the possibility for extraor-
dinariness sitting right there, already part of the ordinary, all the time. It seems to be a 
thing you do with categories and how we make them, how they are not only designatory 
(resignatory?) but also essential to the possibility of the new. It’s playful, this inclination, 
perhaps even childish, especially if we think of the childishness in light of Bataille’s ac-
count of it:  
…we are all childish — totally, unreservedly, and, we should even add, in the most sur-
prising way. It is thus (by childishness) that humanity, in its nascent state, shows its 
essential nature. In a way an animal is never childish, but the young human being con-
nects — sometimes even passionately — the senses suggested to him by the adult to 
some other sense which he cannot connect with anything. Such is the world to which 
we adhered and which once intoxicated us with its innocence — a world where each 
thing temporarily rejected that which made it a thing within the adult system.  5
  
I love this description. It immediately made me think of you. (Are these the kinds of con-
tingent connections you like?) Firstly, there are a lot of adolescents in your writing, young 
people trying to figure out their own categories, their own places in the world. And second-
ly, you foreground the contingent in all your work. As with the generational tensions in Pa-
ley, your story is full of irreconcilable categorical tensions, and it’s their irreconcilability 
from which they draw creative power. Having made this connection all by myself, I then 
 George Bataille, Literature and Evil (London: Penguin Classics, 2012) pp.131-132.5
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saw that you had said a very similar thing in an interview with Gillian Beer. It’s the very 
end of the interview and you’re rounding off with the generativity of categories: 
AS: Where adults really do, we do tell ourselves those fixed stories about   
 ourselves because it’s the only way that we can stay safe with the sense of   
 identity. So we do tend to go, ‘Well, this is the person that I am, and this is  
 what made me the person I am.’ There’s always always a sense of a third-  
 person  narrative about adults. So when I was writing The Accidental, the   
 kids were written in the present tense, because they’re in the present tense,  
 and the adults were written in the past, because in the present they’re already  
 experiencing the past, right now they’re experiencing the past, immediacy has  
 already written itself into the past. With kids it just seems to me that we are closer to 
 the skin. You have not developed that hide or that thicker skin.  
GB:  Yes, and the categories you are using are not identical with the ones that adults 
 use. 
AS: Yes, exactly. 
GB: Yes. Shall we stop there? 
AS: Yes, that’s perfect.  6
So the child and the childish is appears more open to contingency, more open to accept 
that we live in a world in which new, unprecedented and unpredictable things can occur. 
Bataille’s ‘sense which cannot be connected to anything’ is allowed to appear, because the 
temporary rejection of that which makes things things within adult systems is a lively theo-
retical example of a generative limit. 
 Back to ‘True Short Story’, though, let’s begin again at the beginning: ‘There were 
two men in the café at the table text to mine. One was younger, one was older. They could 
have been father and son, but […]’  They are older and younger in relation to one another, 7
a generational gap that only exists as a relational — in all meanings of the word — con-
struct. Definition by contradistinction. You speculate for a while on what their actual rela-
tion to one another might be but then you stop making them up because ‘[i]t felt a bit 
wrong to.’  Here, Ali, you seem to be engaging with Timothy Clark and his theory of phe8 -
 Gillian Beer and Ali Smith, ’Gillian Beer Interviews Ali Smith’, Contemporary Critical Perspectives: Ali Smith, 6
eds. Monica Germanà and Emily Horton (London: Bloomsbury, 2013) p.152.
 Smith, The First Person, 3.7
 Smith, The First Person, 4.8
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nomenological blindness in the short story. Clark claims that the ‘George Eliot’ effect, 
where ‘[n]oses and minds are equally capable of survey and classification’ in not workable 
in the short story.  Where he suggests that, in the realist novel, ‘the fine lines are actually 9
drawn by the finger that seems to be merely pointing them out’, in the short story the effect 
of representation is such that the act of conjuring is also allowed to appear.  ‘True Short 10
Story’ is a joyous performance of this, Ali. You absolutely get in the way of what we see. As 
a result, what is ‘true’ is always contested, right from the title: ‘True Short Story’. 
 You give us options — ‘Maybe they were the result of a parental divorce… More like-
ly the older man was a the kind of family friend who provides a fathership on summer 
weekends for the small boy of a divorce family…’.  We, your readers, see your hand as it 11
draws, replaced by your listening ear, which we also see. Nothing is ‘necessarily true’ in 
‘True Short Story’. In which case, I’d like to ask, what does ‘truth’ have to do with ‘True 
Short Story’ at all? 
 There’s a play on the multiple meanings of the word ‘true’, an acknowledgement of 
its malleability. A true short story, as in, yes, this is what a short story really is, this is a 
real example. And a true short story as in, yes, this really happened, this was a conversa-
tion you really overheard, an account of a friend who really exists, whose illness was real, 
whose efforts to make the drug, Herceptin, more widely available really will make that 
drug more available for a lot of real people. And a true short story as in the way your mates 
might preface a long story down the pub — ‘true story’ — where the emphasis enables the 
ironic and ultimately indicates the opposite. 
 Let’s think with the former, the idea of the true example of a short story — the short 
story as something identifiable, exemplifiable, definitive, finite — because it just so hap-
 Clark, ‘On Not Seeing the Short Story: A Blind Phenomenology of Reading’, 8. 9
 Ibid.10
 Smith, The First Person, 3.11
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pens that those two men in that café are having a conversation about just that. And it’s 
here that you begin to represent echolalic repetition, though even that won’t stay true to 
form. 
The younger man was talking about the difference between the novel and the short sto-
ry. The novel, he was saying, was a flabby old whore. 
 A flabby old whore! the older man said looking delighted. 
 She was serviceable, roomy, warm, familiar, the younger was saying, but really a bit 
used up, really a bit too slack and loose.  
 Slack and loose! the older said laughing. 
 Whereas the short story, by comparison, was a nimble goddess, a slim nymph. 
Because so few people had mastered the short story it was still in very good shape.  
 Very good shape! The older man was smiling ear to ear at this.12
The first echoes in your story are the refrains repeated by the older man. We might say 
they are the first examples of echoes, but perhaps ‘examples’ is the wrong word, suggesting 
something typical, something representative of a generalisable truth, and, really, variation, 
here, is what makes the difference. At the first repetition, the older man is ‘delighted’, by 
the second he is laughing, at the third he is ‘smiling ear to ear’. His repetitions are not 
empty and purposeless, as perhaps Juno wished Echo’s speech to be when she cast the 
curse of echolalia upon her. Rather, they have an agency, of a kind. They are expressing 
admiration and pleasure taken in another’s company. They affirm a relationship between 
two people. Repetition is never empty or innocent in your story, and this, too, is Derrida’s 
understanding of Echo and her critical function. He writes, in the preface to Rogues: Two 
Essays on Reason:  
…Echo might have feigned to repeat the last syllable of Narcissus in order to say some-
thing else, or really, in order to sign at that very instant in her own name, and so take 
back the initiative of answering or responding in a responsible way, thus disobeying a 
sovereign injunction and outsmarting the tyranny of a jealous goddess. Echo thus lets 
be heard by whoever wants to hear it, by whoever might be hearing it, something other 
than what she seems to be saying. Although she repeats, without simulacrum, what she 
has just heard, another simulacrum slips in to make her response something more than 
a mere reiteration. She says in an inaugural fashion, she declares her love, and calls for 
the first time, all the while repeating the “Come!” of Narcissus, all the while echoing 
 Smith, The First Person, 4.12
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narcissistic words. She overflows with love; her love overflows the calls of Narcissus, 
whose fall or whose sending she seems simply to reproduce.   13
 
And right here, do you not hear an echo of Timothy Clark? Just as George Eliot’s realist 
narrative seems to be ‘merely pointing […] out’, Echo ‘seems simply to reproduce’.  But for 14
Derrida and for Clark there is no simple observation or repetition, there is ‘seeming’: 
trompe l’oeil effects and narrative blindness. Pleshette DeArmitt brings together Derrida’s 
work on mourning with his retelling of Echo and Narcissus: 
Derrida locates the coming to be of any “self” within the paradoxical logic of narcissism, 
which is inextricably bound up with an experience of mourning. Derrida’s Narcissus, 
condemned as he is to blindness, must mourn not only the other whom he can never 
wholly appropriate but also his own autonomy. Yet, like a blind man feeling his way in 
the dark, he will ceaselessly attempt to sketch his own portrait, to trace his own image. 
And, even though each gesture of narcissistic reappropriation is destined to fail, such 
gestures must be attempted, time and again, if there is to be any relation to the other, 
any love, any hospitality.  15
Might, then, certain ‘examples’ of short story criticism be accused of narcissism? Has the 
short story got caught up in the form of its own reflection, rather than looking for the 
agency of repetition? As we’ve already seen, that’s the sticky thing about genre: it’s genera-
tive as well as generic. Reading criticism like this, Ali, I find it hard not to believe that you 
are writing with the same project in mind in ‘True Short Story’, where the possibility of 
generic definition comes to constitute the impossibility of generic definition, as though the 
short story is endlessly attempting to trace its own image, to identify its own namable and 
imitable characteristics. And here, of course, Narcissus fails but Echo succeeds. She can 
imitate in a gesture of love while Narcissus cannot see beyond himself. You, Ali, give 
agency to the Echo, not as meaningless proliferation or identical repetition, but as loving 
 Jacques Derrida, Rogues: Two Essays on Reason, transl. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas (Stan13 -
ford: Stanford University Press, 2005) p. xi.
 Clark, ‘On Not Seeing the  Short Story: A Blind Phenomenology of Reading’, 8.14
 Pleshette DeArmitt, ‘Resonannces of Echo: A Derridean Allegory’, Mosaic 42 no.2 (2009): pp.89-100, p.90.15
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imitation, and with a glimmer of agency. And echoing Derrida’s Echo, Denise Riley, too, 
makes a similar claim: 
There’s an ordinary potential for irony to quietly interrogate damagingly rigid cate-
gories, including their predictable syntax. This has fuelled my excursion to Ovid’s tale 
of Narcissus  to retrieve the nymph Echo who shows that iterations can explode a cate-
gory from within, and that language’s parrotings sometimes do have a salutary 
agency.  16
And of course all of these rereadings and rewritings are themselves echoes of the original 
myth, but in their retellings, even where no alteration is desired, where nothing but strict 
fidelity to the Latin is aspired to, the echo, the repetition, will bring with it something of its 
very own: ‘The word has the inbuilt capacity to interrogate itself, a latent capacity sparked 
into life by truncated repetition which is both Echo’s doom and her forte.’  A word, as rep17 -
resenting a category, a genre of things. Riley continues, careful not to overstate Echo’s 
case: 
…no echo, being automatic, can knowingly provoke any intelligible response, let alone 
constitute one in itself. Indeed poor Echo herself, disembodied into pure sound, can 
only ever respond — but she is compelled to respond far too much. She can never initi-
ate any exchange. My own intuition, though, is to drag Echo back to the side of hope. … 
Echo is unsparingly condemned to passivity — and yet her very passivity possesses its 
own strong agency. The effectivity I propose for Echo is that of initiator of the ironic.  18
  
And what does irony do? It says two things at once. It is inside and outside at the same 
time. To reappropriate Critchley’s words, we might say that it ‘suddenly and explosively 
lets us see the familiar defamiliarised, the ordinary made extraordinary and the real ren-
dered surreal’. 
 But back to your story, Ali, in another kind of echo, not unlike the kinds of echoes 
that permeate academic work through quotation, you cite the men sitting at the table next 
to yours during a conversation with your good friend Kasia. They hear you, in fact. They 
 Denise Riley, The Words of Selves: Identification, Solidarity, Irony (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 16
2000) p. 156.
 Ibid.17
 Riley, The Words of Selves, p.156-7.18
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look ‘slightly startled’ and leave.  They didn’t expect to become a literary citation over cof19 -
fee — this was an echo they had not foreseen. And because Kasia is in hospital, you also 
have to experience some automated echolalia and narcissism as you ‘waited for the au-
tomaton voice of the hospital phone system to tell me all about itself, then to recite back to 
me the number I’d just called.’  Though there’s nothing automated about Kasia. It’s Kasia, 20
after all, who introduces the joke, ironically. 
 I told her about the conversation I’d just overheard. 
 I was thinking of Diana because she’s a bit nymphy, I suppose, I said. I can’t think of 
a goddess who’s like a nymph. All the goddesses that come into my head are, like, Kali, 
or Sheila-Na-Gig. Or Aphrodite, she was pretty tough. All that deer-slaying. Didn’t she 
slay deer? 
 Why is the short story like a nymph, Kasia said. Sounds like a dirty joke. Ha.  21
Then you, Ali, push the ironic into the real: ‘Okay, I said. Come on then, Why is the short 
story like a nymph?’ Kasia needs time to think about it. Which gives you time to think 
some more on Kasia, and the problem of definition by contradistinction: ‘Kasia and I have 
been friends now for just over twenty years, which doesn’t feel at all long, though it sounds 
quite long. ‘Long’ and ‘short’ are relative. What was long was every single day she was 
spending in the hospital’.  Kasia is on a ‘Herceptin trail’ that is also described from both 22
the macro and the micro perspective, from both inside and out. ‘Herceptin,’ you tell us, 
looking out at the bigger picture, ‘is a drug that’s been being used in breast cancer treat-
ment for a while now. […] Doctors all over the world were excited about it because it 
amounted to a paradigm shift in breast cancer treatment’. But this wider knowledge is only 
made available through individual experience: ‘I had never heard of any of this until Kasia 
told me, and she had never heard of any of it until a small truth, less than two centimetres 
in size, which a doctor found in April that year in one of her breasts, had meant a paradigm 
 Smith, The First Person, 7.19
 Smith, The First Person, 5.20
 Smith, The First Person, 7.21
 Ibid.22
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shift in everyday life.’ There is everything of life threatened in that ‘small truth’. The par-
adigm shift, though the term is repeated on the very same page, is an entirely different 
matter in its second, echolalic iteration. Herceptin had initially been available on the NHS 
but had since been removed while its ‘cost-effectiveness’ was calculated. You warn us, as 
though thinking about the less favourable outcomes of repetition, of cell growth, of prolif-
eration, that: ‘This kind of thing will be happening to an urgently needed drug right now, 
somewhere near you.’  No such thing as an innocent repeat. 23
 Then comes Echo, herself. Here to drag us back to the side of hope. Here’s how you 
introduce her: 
 Here’s a short story that most people already think they know about a nymph. (It 
also happens to be one of the earliest manifestations in literature of what we now call 
anorexia.)  
 Echo was an Oread, which is a kind of mountain nymph. She was well known among 
the nymphs and shepherds not just for her glorious garrulousness but for her ability to 
save her nymph friends from the wrath of the goddess Juno. For instance, her friends 
would be lying about on the hillside in the sun and Juno would come round the corner, 
about to catch them slacking, and Echo, who had a talent for knowing when Juno was 
about to turn up, would leap to her feet and head the goddess off by running up to her 
and distracting her with stories and talk, talk and stories, until all the slacker nymphs 
were up and working like they’d never been slacking at all.  (TFP, 11-12) 24
It seems to me that Echo does a lot of going back and forth. Firstly, in popular imagination: 
we already think we know her. She exists in the past. Her story is done. Yet, with ‘think’ an 
element of doubt is introduced. We think we know, we don’t know what we think. The pos-
sibility emerges that Echo may yet come to represent a contingent future. Secondly, she is 
‘well known among the nymphs and the shepherds’, her character has a collectively formed 
ontological status, something solid, already made. It has already happened. But the al-
ready-happenedness of character relies upon her ability to predict what will happen next: 
she ‘had a talent for knowing when Juno was about to turn up’. Her personal history is set 
in relation to a contingent future. And Juno might show up at any time. Thirdly, she has 
the power to suspend the present moment by distracting Juno with her chiasmic ‘stories 
 Smith, The First Person, 11.23
 Smith, The First Person, 11-12.24
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and talk, talk and stories’. In being told a story, Juno’s time is stretched, suspended, while 
the future realigns itself and the other nymphs go scuttling back to their work stations, as 
though they had never been anywhere else. In stretching out the moment of Juno’s arrival, 
Echo also allows the other nymphs greater leisure time, slower time, time to think, just as 
in Mansfield’s story, ‘At The Bay’, the women and children spend their time freely, in relief, 
in that ever-long morning, once Stanley Burnell has left the house. Echo, like Stanley’s de-
parture, gives the possibility of not accounting for time. 
 Once Echo loses her voice ‘there’s nothing left for her — in terms of story’. She 
fades, shrinks and almost disappears, but, crucially, she does not die: 
Her weight dropped off her. She became fashionably skinny, then she became nothing 
but bones, then all that was left of her was a whiny, piny voice which floated bodilessly 
about, saying over and over exactly the same things that everybody else was saying.  25
Echo no longer has the capacity to begin again. Without natality, no mortality. It’s my par-
ticular echolalic neurosis that I read echoes of Arendt everywhere, so that where she says: 
’man is put into a world of change and movement as a new beginning because he knows 
that he has a beginning and will have an end; he even knows that his beginning is the be-
ginning of his end’, I think of Echo, bereft, adrift in time.  26
 But before you get to Echo’s inevitable and unending ending, just after she has been 
cursed by Juno, you give her a (made-up) glimmer of hope:  
  From now on, she [Juno] said, you will be able only to repeat out loud the words 
you’ve heard others say just a moment before. Won’t you? 
 Won’t you, Echo said.  
 Her eyes grew large. Her mouth fell open. 
 That’s you sorted, Juno said. 
 You sordid, Echo said. 
 Right, I’m off back to the hunt, Juno said. 
 The cunt, Echo said. 
 Actually, I’m making up that small rebellion.  27
 Smith, The First Person, 13.25
 Arendt, ‘Thinking, The Life of the Mind, 209.26
 Smith, The First Person, 12.27
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Why? In Echo’s hypothetical ‘answering back’, I hear the tensions of historicity, natality 
and mortality. I see the formation of the same space of agency that Arendt describes as po-
litical action in The Human Condition. Yet, paradoxically, this beginning can only exist in 
relation to an end. And, as within the context of your story, Ali, we are born into a world 
that is older than us. This story has been told before. Just as we only witness the ‘echo’ of 
the story ‘answering back’ if we literally go back and read the story again, Arendt cannot 
define political action, because as soon as the definition appears the action loses its radical 
contingency. It becomes story. ‘It’s a matter of life and death, after all, the short story.’  28
Full of possibility, conditioned by natality, yet finished. The short story, nymph-like or not, 
as we have seen through Mansfield and Paley, invokes irreconcilable tensions of historicity, 
natality and mortality. There is, in Mansfield, the unsublimatable tension of telling a story 
about people who are still waiting for their stories to happen to them and, in Paley, the 
tension of a story generated through inter-generational disagreements about story and 
genre. The same irreconcilability is found in Arendt, where the action is only identifiable 
retroactively, through story and history, at the same time as being ontologically rooted in 
the fact of natality. At the moment it actually happens its sheer newness, radicality and 
contingency make it indefinable. 
 You end, or you almost end, with a series of definitions from a bunch of pretty classy 
short story writers, such as Franz Kafka, Cynthia Ozeck, Jorge Luis Borges, Ernest Hem-
mingway, Grace Paley, Elizabeth Bowen… My favourite, though, is the last one, also to do 
with proliferation, with potentiality: ‘Alice Munro says that every short story is at least two 
short stories’.   Yours, I’d say, Ali, is at least a few more than two. 29
 And then, in the last two lines, we get the joke. 
 Sometimes, Ali, what I like to do is to take a single sentence of yours and use it as a 
 Ali Smith, ‘Short Story Report’, 5.28
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starting point for something else. Like the sentences at the end of ‘The Third Person’: ‘It’s a 
weapon that’s shaped like a tool,’ or ‘It comes out of nowhere. It just happens’ (which is 
technically two sentences, of course), or ‘’It’s a box of endless music that’s there between 
people, waiting to be played.’  You have a remarkable number of sentences within your 30
short stories that seem to gesture towards that thing the short story does with time, com-
ing out of nowhere, trapped in its somewhere, opening out towards possibility, and, I reck-
on you’d agree, there’s a violence in that. A useful violence (tool) but a violence nonetheless 
(weapon). 
 I’m not saying that you made me laugh out loud exactly, Ali. But I am interested in 
the way in which a discussion of the short story — rather, a short story about the short sto-
ry — might rely on the temporality of a punchline. If Critchley is to be believed, we have to 
accept a common world, with all its accepted patterns, in order to be allowed in, only to 
have this commonality debunked. So when the echo answers back, it seems a familiar 
move is performed. Echo — echolalia — becomes the critical function in its ability to say 
the same thing again whilst making it different in the sheer fact of its repetition, by explod-
ing the category from within, as the initiator of the ironic. 
 Those other two stories I’ve been writing about, they belong or refer to a subset of 
stories written by their respective authors where the same characters appear over and over 
again. In Mansfield, we have Beryl, Linda, Kezia, Lottie and Isabel, who grace ‘At the Bay’, 
‘Prelude’ and ‘The Doll’s House’ — a triumvirate of mistresspieces. In Paley, we have Faith, 
who appears ‘…in a Tree’ as well as ’…in the Afternoon and Later the Same Day and gets a 
mention in a conversation with a father.  But your recurring character, Ali, I see as being 31
your reader. There’s a sense of direct address, even in stories that are not written in the 
 Smith, ‘The Third Person’, The First Person, 69.30
 For a full account of Faith’s appearances across Paley’s oeuvre see Dena Mandel ‘Keeping Up with Faith: 31
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second person, a casually recurring ‘you’, that brings the reader into all of your narratives, 
so that this positioning of audience, the person I imagine you writing for that is me and not 
me at the same time, becomes your Faith. ‘This though is a new you and a new me,’ so you 
begin ‘The First Person’, in The First Person, in the first person, where the ‘though’ implies 
a history to which I, the reader, am never witness, and the newness, arising in the wake of 
this implication, begins to construct ‘me’, or, from the story’s perspective, ‘you’, as ‘your’ 
reader.  32
 ‘True Short Story’.  
 God, Ali, sometimes you’re fucking brilliant, but in that way — it’s very particular, 
yet very broad — that makes me think, just for a moment (but one of those momentous 
ones you like) that possibly everything, everywhere, is fucking brilliant, for a time. 
 Smith, ‘The First Person’, The First Person, 191.32
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P.S.  
I’m writing you a different kind of list, of first lines, some of my favourites in fact, from 
‘short stories’. Not examples, but perhaps pointing (see my hand as it draws your eye) to-
wards possibilities, potentialities, contingencies, by blind repetition, reclamation: 
This actually happened to me.  It was one of those mornings that seem to hang in the air. 33
And that are most akin to the idea we have of time.  It was midwinter. Everything was 34
dead.  Jack asked me, Isn’t it a terrible thing to grow up in the shadow of another person’s 35
sorrow?  You see how circumstances are to blame.  If only I had a chance to learn from 36 37
my mistakes, I would, but there are too many things you don’t do twice; in fact, the most 
important things are things you don’t do twice, so you can’t do them better the second 
time.  I’m hiding in the linen closet writing letters to myself.  It’ll never be known how 38 39
this should be told, in the first person or the second, using the third person plural or con-
tinually inventing modes that will serve for nothing. If one might say: I will see the moon 
rose, or: we hurt me at the back of the eyes, and especially: you the blond woman was the 
clouds that race before my your his our yours their faces.  Some people get everything 40
wrong.  41
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Chapter Five: Short Stories 
I. Old Ghost 
SITTING UNDER THE most pathetic of all the pathetic-looking foothill trees, by the 
mountains that marked the edge of the village,  Old Ghost was teaching me how to play 
'Crazy Eights'. 
'You have too much imagination; not enough strategy,’ he said. ‘And you’re going to 
lose.'  
❧ 
'We’re out of wine,' says Rina without looking in the fridge, so I know she has been drink-
ing alone. Before I make any comment about it, she says: 'I’ll go.' She throws on her coat 
and she goes. 
❧ 
Rina and I have three things in common: we are immigrants, we share a flat  and we work 
irregular hours. Rina is an auxiliary nurse. I am a driver for the Hotel de L’Amitié, a plush 
hotel in the heart of the 5th arrondissement. We do not live in the city itself but in Ivry sur 
Seine, which has a good end and a bad end and two metro stops. Our basement flat is 
smack in the centre of it all and is neither good nor bad. It is very small. There are two 
 93
small bedrooms, a shower closet, and a bit in the middle with a sofa, an old television and 
a coffee table; then a corner that we call the kitchen, complete with microwave, fridge and 
sink. We keep our food in a small cabinet under the television or on the floor by the sink.  
❧ 
Rina hates her job, handing out cups of water, taking urine samples and, in her words, 
cleaning up after everybody else. I like my job and I am respected for being reliable and 
available to work at all hours. Unlike the majority of my colleagues, I am not married and 
I do not have children. This is enough, for the moment, to make me a good employee. 
Mostly, I do transfers, delivering tourists to the gaudy hotel foyer or taking them back to 
the concrete bays of the airport and the clunkiness of all things international. Other tasks 
include chauffeuring guests to and from the major sites of interest: art galleries, restau-
rants, les grands magasins.  
❧ 
I like the monotony of my work, the familiar roadways, the predictability of my clients. 
There are those who are silent, those who ask questions, and those who wish to be asked 
the particular questions that a female taxi driver is allowed to ask: Is this your first time in 
the city? Are you here on business? Will you be staying long? I have cultivated an un-
shakeable patience in the face of traffic jams, diversions and roadworks. I talk just enough 
to be charming for the sake of a decent tip but not so much that they remember who I am 
when they get out of the car. It is a strange kind of art. 
❧ 
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Rina comes back with the wine and pours it into tumblers. She asks about my day and I 
tell her about a client I had to take to the Botanical Gardens. When we got there, he asked 
me to wait for him until he was ready to return to the Hotel de L’Amitié. I didn’t have to 
wait very long. After ten minutes he reappeared, moving towards the car almost at a run. 
His face was red and blotchy. As he got closer, I thought I saw a tear on one cheek but it 
might have been a drop of sweat gleaming in the afternoon sun. He appeared quite flus-
tered, and before he got in the back, he stopped to slap himself on the face a couple of 
times. He was tall, fairly handsome and well dressed: an appearance that seemed sudden-
ly incongruous given his emotional disarray. When he finally opened the door of the car, 
he could not wait to confess his embarrassment. He explained, in English, how in the gar-
den there was a series of large, banked flower beds with rows and rows of small yellow 
blooms growing close to the ground. They were the very same flowers that his mother had 
grown in the garden of his childhood home. As a boy, she had requested that, in the 
summer months, he urinate on the flowers to make them grow a little taller. A neighbour 
had told her the trick. He did as he was asked and, over time, the flowers did indeed in-
crease in size and health. When he saw the very same flowers in the Botanical Gardens he 
felt an extraordinary urge to urinate over the whole damn lot, in honour of his mother. 
Torn between this desire -- which, he wished to emphasise, was extreme -- and the 
knowledge that this would be entirely inappropriate behaviour that could result in his be-
ing arrested or, at the very least, forced to leave, he fled the scene. It was the struggle be-
tween these two demands on his being at the gardens that was the cause of his distress. 
On the way back to the hotel he pulled a set of clippers out of the inside pocket of his 
jacket and began to trim his finger nails. When we arrived at the hotel car park, he picked 
the small pieces of trimmed nail off his trousers and the seat of the car. He then placed 
them in a small, black pouch, which he returned to his inside pocket, along with the clip-
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pers. Later, when I inspected the car, it was almost spotless: just one tiny clipping of nail 
that I swept away with a tissue. 
 ❧ 
Rina says she does not know how I put up with all these imbeciles who have so much 
more money than sense. I say it makes things more interesting. Rina laughs. 
‘How was your day?’ I say, but she ignores my question and talks again about her ex-
husbands. 
The first one is dead. Her biggest regret is that their marriage was almost over be-
fore he passed. She often says how, if only he’d died six months earlier, when things were 
all right, there’d be something to cling to. The second ex-husband, who is, in fact, techni-
cally still her husband, works with Rina at the hospital. He is a doctor. He is the reason 
she is here. They arrived together as economic migrants eighteen months into their mar-
riage, just as the cracks in their relationship were beginning to show. They thought that if 
they could solve their money problems they could solve themselves. They were wrong. He 
left Rina for a twenty-year-old cook working in the hospital cafeteria, which means that 
Rina has to take a packed lunch with her every day.  Now he has no money problems at all 
while Rina has far more than she ever had at home. But she won’t go back. Too stubborn. 
I never tire of telling her she will meet someone new, but Rina doesn’t believe in 
these possibilities any more. After she has revealed her latest thoughts, she says it doesn’t 
matter, it will all end up the same. Then she raises her hand and points a finger at me. 
‘Tell me about Old Ghost,’ she says. 
So I tell her the story of Old Ghost, which she has heard many times. 
❧ 
 96
 Tomorrow, I have to take a client to a place I have never driven to before, a fair way out 
of the city on the other side of Chateau de Vincennes. After I have told Rina the story of 
Old Ghost, I take down the map to check the route, spreading it over the coffee table. 
There is a bend in the river that reminds me of the river back home, the lazy curve it 
draws through the city.   
‘Rina,’ I say, ‘is there anything here that makes you feel like you’re somewhere else?’ 
‘What do you mean?’ she says. 
‘Like a building, a window, a view. Something that reminds you of a different place 
and trips you up.’ 
‘The embassy,’ she says. 
‘Which one?’ I ask. 
‘Russian,’ she says. ‘The big, Soviet front. Looks like my old town hall. We had as-
semblies there sometimes, for school, on special occasions.’ 
I feel glad that she has a connection to home and that the answer to my question 
came so readily. Certain places have a way of making other places more imaginable. Other 
places give the impression that their place is the only place on earth. Paris can do both, 
depending on the arrondissement, and the direction in which you are facing. 
❧ 
I don’t trust maps anymore, though they have been the key to my survival in the city. If I 
picture a map of my homeland, I see the lines of its borders trembling, like the unfinished 
drawing of a child. Its mountainous regions and vast waterways are depicted in colours 
from smoke-grey to ink-black, and the whole surface of it pulses like an open wound. 
People trickle out of the borders leaving trails of inky black behind them, marking out 
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pathways over adjoining territories. Spots of ink reach all corners of the globe: microscop-
ic, black dots, like bugs behind the glass of a picture frame.  
Among all the black dots, there is one dot in particular that troubles me. That is the 
one that marks the imagined movements of Old Ghost. The more I try to fix it, the more it 
shakes and wobbles until the whole thing becomes a terrible blur.  
❧ 
Old Ghost has taken on a particular significance for Rina, not as a person, but as an idea. 
It is not that he is alive or that he loves me that matters to her. It is the fact that she be-
lieves me when I say he is, or was, kind, and that his genre of kindness ever existed at all. 
Old Ghost, I say to Rina, is the best man I have ever known. This is true, but I have 
not known very many men – at least, not very well. There is my brother, with whom I 
travelled and who also lives here, working in a bakery in the north part of the city. There 
is my father, now living on the other side of the world, with my mother, where they are 
safe. We no longer speak as for a long time he feared that any communication could put 
us all in danger. Now, our silence has become habit. If I were to write to him, I would not 
know what to say. He is a spiritual man and believes that — with or without regular con-
versation or letter writing — somehow we are still in touch. My brother hates him for 
abandoning us, for assuming that we could make it on our own. He finds his spiritual op-
timism patronising and unrealistic, while I sit somewhere in the middle, wanting to be-
lieve in everything my father says, while understanding the impracticability and danger of 
his ideals. 
These are the men I have known. And Old Ghost. Although I have not heard from 
him since the blackout, my guess is that he is still very kind. 
‘Tell me how you met,’ Rina says.  
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‘At the school gates,’ I say. ‘He was my brother’s friend.’ 
❧ 
Actually, he was not my brother’s friend; he was trying to become my brother’s friend, but 
my brother was smart, popular and good at sport, which meant that he was also influen-
tial and could afford to be picky. Old Ghost, quiet and overly polite, did not fit in. For sev-
eral weeks, Old Ghost persisted, waiting for my brother to leave school to see if he could 
go with him to the cinema or the ice-cream shop or the basketball courts, but my brother, 
despite understanding his silent pleas, walked past everyday without giving Old Ghost so 
much as a look.  
I knew that it was best for me to walk behind, so that my brother could do as our 
parents bade him and drop me off at home, while at the same time pretending to have 
nothing to do with me. Old Ghost lived near us and, for a time, as I walked behind my 
brother, he walked a few paces behind me, placing himself beneath even me in the social 
rankings. Then one day he said hello and after that we walked together. This displeased 
my brother and made him suspicious but it did not displease him sufficiently to talk to 
our parents — who were, after all, engaged in far more important affairs — or to take his 
mind off his own concerns regarding the maintenance of his high status at school, the 
same status that would, eventually, give him the contacts he needed in order for us to 
make our escape.  
Whatever I can say about my brother, he was the one to make sure I could get out 
while my father took care of my mother and himself, as ever, thinking it for the best to let 
us make it on our own. 
‘But when did you really make friends?’ Rina wants the long version this time, with 
details and supporting evidence.  
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‘There was a shop across the road from the school,’ I say. ‘I went in to buy a box of 
tea. Old Ghost followed me. He bought me a pack of cards. His father played a lot of cards 
and so he taught me his favourite games.’ 
‘And you became friends,’ Rina says. 
‘And we became friends. He was a like a teacher to me.’ 
‘A teacher or a friend?’ 
‘He helped me with my homework. He made me creative. He was as patient a person 
as you can imagine. He listened to me. He helped me to picture my dreams and make 
them real and solid things that I could have and hold and do and achieve and be.’ 
‘When did he give you the maps?’ says Rina. 
‘You’re skipping ahead,’ I say. 
Rina shrugs. She fills her empty glass and tops mine to the brim. Rina drinks fast. 
‘I was fifteen. We were starting to talk about how and when to leave.’ 
‘When you say we.’ 
‘My brother and I.’ 
‘Not Old Ghost,’ Rina says. 
‘No,’ I say. 
‘Did you always know you would leave him?’  
‘No,’ I say. I don’t like this. She knows. 
‘So tell me about the maps.’ 
I tell her about the maps. 
❧ 
You couldn’t get maps of foreign places -- at least, not big ones with all the detail -- unless 
they were specially ordered to the library. While my brother talked only about the practi-
 100
calities of leaving, and never the reality of arriving somewhere else, I wanted some securi-
ty. I knew there were many things for which I would not be able to prepare myself, but 
there were also things I could learn that would make life easier upon arrival. I could learn 
to find my way around the city, I decided, if only I had a map. So Old Ghost wrote a histo-
ry project on this very place in order to get for me the maps that I required. I drew plan 
after plan of the roadways, some of which he used as illustrations in his work. 
‘And Old Ghost memorised the maps as well,’ Rina says. 
‘No,’ I say. 
‘So you always knew that he would not be coming?’ 
‘No,’ I say.  
‘But he didn’t learn the roads? It doesn’t make sense.’ 
‘None of it makes sense. The whole thing is ridiculous. Would it ever occur to you to 
memorise a city you’d never seen?’ 
‘No,’ she says. ‘How did you do it?’  
I studied and I studied and I studied. It was a time in my life when I believed there 
was nothing I couldn’t achieve by learning. Old Ghost held the maps up to his face and 
tested me. He would say things like: ‘Take me from Canal Saint Therèse down to Le 
Musée de L’Art Brut, and I would get annoyed because he was giving me too many clues. 
  ‘What clues?’ he would say.  
And I would tell him: ‘you said “down”,’ and he would apologise.  
I would describe to him the roads and the roundabouts, the one-way systems and 
the lanes it was necessary to traverse in order to get from the one place to the other. Most-
ly, I was right. I had worked hard, after all. But if I made an error, he would always correct 
me, and always with kindness. He once said: ‘Taxi drivers are usually men, you know,’ but 
not in a way that made me think I couldn’t do it. When he was old enough to use his fa-
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ther’s car, he took me out to the disused corn fields and taught me how to drive an auto-
matic. He said I was a quick learner, that there was nothing I couldn’t do.  
❧ 
‘Why did he not leave when you left?’ says Rina.  
I know what she is doing: she is pushing me to feel something so that she can feel 
something too. 
 ‘I was in danger and he was not,’ I say. ‘My parents were in trouble with the gov-
ernment, and his were not.’ 
 ‘But your parents thought you would be safe.’ 
 ‘They thought that once they were gone we would be left alone. I would have be-
lieved them but my brother knew better.’ 
 ‘And now?’ Rina says. ‘Will Old Ghost be safe now?’ 
 I say nothing. 
 'Will he come, do you think? He knows where you are, after all.' 
The question frightens me. Rina senses my fear and is herself afraid. 
‘He’ll come,’ she says, with a smile. ‘I know it.’ 
‘It’s not that kind of story,’ I say. ‘He was like a brother.’ 
‘You have a brother,’ Rina says. 
‘A teacher, then.’ 
‘You’re too old for teachers, now.’ 




I have changed my mind. I no longer wish to tell stories about the past. I want to talk only 
of the present; about my passengers and how, for a short time, I control the direction of 
their lives. They sit in the back of my car on the phone to this person, or that, or the other. 
They say things like: ‘I’m here safely, I’ll call again soon, I’ll see you next week.’ They 
complain about how expensive it is now to call abroad. It should all be the same price. 
What’s a bit of land, a stretch of water? 
❧ 
‘Show me a photograph,’ says Rina, though she knows that I have none. 
I remember precisely when the photographs went missing. It was the first border 
crossing. The guards got us to unpack everything and then watched us as we packed it all 
up again. I had a small rucksack and, while pulling it onto my back, out of the corner of 
my eye I saw something fall. I think I knew the photographs were gone. I could have bent 
down to look, to check it was not the photographs that were lying there on the ground, 
that it was just some tissues or an old receipt, but I did not. Rather, I climbed back into 
the truck with my brother, linking my arm through his. He does not like me to touch him 
but over the month-long journey he never once complained. In any case, we left, and 
when I look back now I wonder why I let the photographs go. I know that I must have 
done it on purpose, but I can’t say why. 
❧ 
As we travelled, things were changing in a way that I have only just begun to be able to 
describe. When travelling, it is difficult to note a shift in anything other than safety and 
terrain. With greater stability, however, it is possible to look back and mark the subtle 
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changes that took place, remembering who I was before I left and taking stock of who I 
have become. I see now what I lost on the journey: some bright, essential thing, that gave 
me a kind of confidence I have not yet recovered. 
I have decided that there are two different kinds of wanting to live. One is illogical, 
irrational and rude. It kicks in when there is nothing else left. The other is beautiful: a de-
sire to be, and a desire for others to be. 
There are no maps for this terrain. 
❧ 
Rina pours the last of the wine into her glass and retrieves the second bottle from the 
fridge.  
‘Do you still have the cards?’ she says. 
‘The playing cards?’ I say. This is a question she has not asked before.  
‘Yes,’ she says. 
I go to my room and pull the battered box of cards from the drawer in my bedside 
table. 
‘When did you last play?’ Rina says. 
‘On the journey here. We played a lot. There wasn’t much else to do.’ 
‘Which games?’ 
‘All kinds.’ 
‘The ones Old Ghost taught you?’ says Rina. 
‘Sometimes,’ I say. 
‘Can you teach me one?’ says Rina. 
‘Yes,’ I say, shuffling the cards in my hands. 
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I place eight well-worn cards face down on the map-covered table and explain the 
rules.  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II. Number Three 
MISS CORAL GETS up from her desk on a cool October afternoon. She walks over to the 
kettle and pours steaming liquid into a clear plastic flask, the tea leaves swirling within. 
Moon is crouched in the corner of the office, a small book of poems on her knees. She 
learns the lines, breathing out the words.  
‘Time to go,’ says Miss Coral. ‘The Director can’t catch you here again.’ Her tiny 
frame and button-bright face do not convey the threat she intends. Moon looks up. Her 
eyes, a little too far apart and as flat and smooth as her forehead, sit open and blank. She 
gets to her feet. She can’t have grown an inch since she got here, Miss Coral thinks.  
Moon is a scholarship student, transferred from rural Wanzhou. To the Director’s 
surprise, she arrived in Chongqing by train, unaccompanied. She was standing on the 
platform,  carrying her belongings in a bamboo basket strapped to her back with coloured 
rope. When the Director asked Moon why her parents did not bring her, she replied indi-
rectly. They allowed her to take the train instead of the bus, she said, cutting through the 
mountains to cross the Golden River in four hours instead of six.  
Though Moon has been at Number Three Middle School for two years, she remains 
the new girl. When she arrived, her grades in Chinese and mathematics were already ex-
ceptional, but she had no knowledge of English.  Miss Coral was engaged to help her im-
prove until she reached the requisite level for her age. It was felt that once her skill set 
was complete she would fit in. She never did. One or two of the other students like to 
mock her country accent; the rest remain aloof. Moon doesn’t seem to mind. She neither 
seeks friendship nor refuses it, and wanders the extensive grounds of the school wearing a 
look of mild surprise, as though perpetually reliving her first day. 
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Their English lessons became the first of Miss Coral’s extracurricular duties. They 
met every day at six o’clock in the break between afternoon and evening classes, at en-
trance to the school library. They chose always to sit at a table towards the back of the 
lower ground floor, far away from the computers and the teen fiction shelves, where few 
other students gathered. They leant over a new copy of English Now!, and Miss Coral 
made frequent corrections to the textbook’s spelling and grammar with corrector fluid 
and a ballpoint pen. To make time for Moon, Miss Coral had to hand over one of her Eng-
lish Literature groups.  
A month after their lessons began, rumours started to circulate that the rival school 
across town had employed a Real English Teacher. Letters from parents of students at 
Number Three Middle School arrived, threatening the withdrawal of their children. 
Number Three was supposed to be the best, they said. Why didn’t they have such a 
teacher on their staff? A meeting between the governors and the school’s patrons took 
place and a partnership began with Teach China. Anglophone language teachers would 
come and go in six-month-long rotations. Miss Coral was charged with the running of the 
programme. These foreign teachers must receive a good impression of Chinese hospitali-
ty, the Director said.  
Within a few months of Moon’s arrival, Miss Coral had been removed from the 
classroom completely. She acquired an office at the end of the Director’s corridor from 
which to conduct her duties as International Hostess. The Director was keen that she 
should not take the redistribution of her skills as a sign of promotion, so he liked to hint 
among her colleagues that she had been withdrawn from teaching on grounds of incom-
petence. It was to be understood that, if it wasn’t for his greatness of heart and generosity 
of spirit, she might not have a job at all. 
Miss Coral and Moon moved their evening English lessons from the back of the li-
brary to the office.  Miss Coral would leave the door open, to save Moon the shame of 
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standing in the corridor like the students awaiting detention. When Miss Coral entered 
the room she would find Moon hunched over her homework, sitting squat in the corner 
with her papers placed neatly in front of her on the floor. At the beginning of each lesson, 
Miss Coral had to invite Moon to sit down with her at the desk. Moon worked hard, im-
proved quickly, and soon there was no more need for lessons. Yet Miss Coral kept up the 
habit of leaving her office door open in the evenings, and she would often come back from 
afternoon meetings with the Director to find Moon in the corner. 
‘Time to go,’ Miss Coral says again. ‘I have to be at the airport in an hour.’ Moon 
watches as Miss Coral sips a mouthful of tea and twists the metal cap back onto the flask. 
She hooks the flask’s wire handle over her wrist like an expensive handbag. From the 
desk, she gathers a small purse, a plastic folder full of papers and a laminated sheet of A4. 
She slots them into a canvas satchel. Moon makes a small bow towards her, a shimmer of 
a smile on her lips, then leaves. Less communicative than ever, Miss Coral thinks.  
Miss Coral takes a taxi across town. The city is different again. Another skyscraper, 
another bridge underway; new routes to serve new destinations. The shanty town shacks 
of Tianfu, half flattened, are making way for settlement housing. Though she has been 
here five years, there are moments when life in the city still feels like a shock. In her home 
town, a few hundred miles into the country, her father is a hospital porter, her mother a 
department store janitor. She goes to see them twice a year and sends money when she 
can. Soon a main road will be built connecting the town to the city, and perhaps then 
things will be different.  
The driver winds in and out of the traffic with the front window down, and bursts of 
cool air flow over her shoulder as they cross the Jialing. A late afternoon sun casts a haze 
over the urban sprawl. Smog and fresh dust linger, hovering over warehouses, slums and 
disused factories as they leave the inner city and approach the airport.  
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Miss Coral arrives with twenty minutes to spare. She finds a good spot at the edge of 
the ribbon that marks the arrivals gate, takes small sips from her flask, and waits. When 
the announcement comes for the London flight she delves into her satchel and produces 
the laminated sheet of A4:  
WELCOME TO CHINA 
MR JAMES 
Amid crowds of Chinese businessmen, a young white man emerges from the sliding 
glass doors. He is tall. His light brown hair is roughed in greasy tufts and bruise-purple 
smudges darken the corners of his eyes. For a moment, he appears lost, then he picks out 
Miss Coral’s sign from the lineup of hotel taxis and family reunion balloons. He smiles. 
Miss Coral extends her hand towards him as he, simultaneously, drops into a bow. ‘Wel-
come to Chongqing,’ she says, tapping him stiffly on the arm as he rights himself. 
In the taxi on the way back to school, he sleeps. She watches him, wasting her wel-
come speech on the driver. It is an honour to welcome you to China, Mr James. Number 
Three Middle School is delighted to have a foreign teacher on the staff and, though I 
know you are yet to begin your teaching career, we are sure that your presence will in-
spire and encourage the students to improve their language skills and broaden their cul-
tural perspectives. She stops short of the section where she had intended to explain her 
role as International Hostess and allows herself, instead, to note the stubble on his neck 
and chin, and the tear in the left knee of his jeans. 
When they arrive, she takes Mr James straight to his apartment on the eleventh 
floor of the residential building. Only the most senior teachers get their own apartments, 
the rest bed down six to a room. When she opens the door to his large, unshared space, 
she expects him to be pleased. He takes a quick look around, runs a palm over the arm of 
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a beige, faux-leather sofa and asks when the flat will be cleaned. She pretends not to have 
heard this and instead hands over his timetable and a list of codes to the electric school 
gates. After midnight, she warns, he’ll have to call the doorman to let him in. Mr James 
raises an eyebrow but says nothing. They both sit down. Miss Coral places the six-month 
contract on the glass-topped coffee table in front of them. It must be signed by tomorrow 
in order to get the visa ready, she says. With a shrug and a yawn he turns to the back page 
and crams a string of Latin letters into a space made for three Chinese characters 
 A week later, sitting in her office with Moon in the corner, Miss Coral receives a phone 
call. It is Mr James. 
‘Hello, Mr James,’ she says. 
‘I need to talk to you,’ he begins. ‘It’s about the money.’ 
At the mention of money she gets to her feet. Moon looks up from her place. 
‘So, I’ve been chatting with my friends,’ Mr James continues. ‘They’re all English 
teachers. In private foreign language facilities, mostly. You know, Wall Street English and 
such. The point is that it seems they’re all getting a couple of thousand more than me a 
month.’  
Miss Coral recoils. His words strike her as rude. She states firmly that she would 
prefer to discuss this in person and asks him to designate a convenient time. 
On the way to his flat, she wonders whether or not to tell him that he’s already being 
paid more than almost all of the other teachers at the school. She considers trying to ex-
plain that this is not a private language facility, attended only by the rich children of the 
city’s elite. That Number Three Middle School has little enough money going to students 
like Moon. But that would be too patronising, she decides. 
When he opens the door, Miss Coral finds the displeasure in his face more violent 
than she had expected. It seems out of proportion. If she were to ask the Director for a pay 
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rise on his behalf she would be sacked for her audacity on the spot. ‘Mr James, I don’t 
have long,’ she says. ‘Seeing as you already signed the contract I’m afraid there’s nothing I 
can do.’  
Mr James opens his mouth to speak but presses his lips together when he sees that 
she is not finished. She sits down. He joins her.  
‘Given that this is an ordinary Chinese middle school, and not a supplementary pri-
vate language facility, there are some perks you may not already be aware of,’ she says.  
He opens his eyes a little wider, releases some of the tension from his jaw. 
‘We have a full month off for Chinese New Year in January,’ she says. ‘And when the 
students come back they have two weeks of exams, during which you are not expected to 
teach.’ 
‘And will I get paid in that time?’ says Mr James. 
‘Yes,’  Miss Coral replies. Mr James appears placated and starts musing over the de-
tails of a six-week-long trip across South East Asia.  Miss Coral, pleasantly surprised by 
the ease of this negotiation, gets up to leave. 
‘Look,’ he says. She stops and turns her face to his. ‘I just can’t help but feel it was 
dishonest, you know, you not telling me I’m getting below average wage.’ 
‘It was written in the contract,’ she replies, her eyes smarting at the accusation. His 
phone, sitting on the coffee table, bleeps loudly. ‘And it is not below average,’ she says. Mr 
James taps at the keys of his phone before placing it back on the table. He returns his at-
tention to the room. There is a silence. 
‘Look,’ Mr James says again, studying her face with intent. Miss Coral notices that 
his eyes rest a moment on her lips. ‘I don’t want to fall out in my first week.’  
When she gets back to her office, Miss Coral finds that Moon is still there, squatting 
birdlike in the corner. The small of her back is flat against the wall, heels off the floor, 
with her weight on the balls of her feet. As usual, she has a book perched on her knees. As 
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Miss Coral arranges herself at the desk, Moon gets up, scattering loose tea into the flask. 
A rush of hissing water hits the bottom of the plastic cup and Miss Coral watches as it fills. 
At the beginning of November, Mr James calls Miss Coral to ask if she would like to go to 
dinner with his friends. Show us your favourite haunt, he suggests. She meets them by the 
school gates. Mr James is there with two blonde girls -- Sybil, who is French, and Carey, 
an American -- and three unshaven young men who introduce themselves as Johnny, Kit 
and Max, leaving their nationalities undisclosed. Miss Coral takes them to the best Fire 
Pot restaurant in Shapingba. The menu comes on a clipboard: it is a check list of items 
grouped into vegetables, meat and side dishes. They all turn to face Miss Coral.  
‘How spicy do you like it?’ she says, placing ticks and numbers beside a dozen or 
more items on the menu.  
A cauldron of red broth arrives: a ferocious-looking concoction of sesame oil, fresh 
chillies and Sichuan peppercorns. Two waiters hold it while the centre circle of the table is 
removed and a gas canister placed beneath. The gunmetal cauldron is placed in the hole 
in the middle of the table and the flame from the gas brings bubbles, thick and slow, to 
the surface of the soup. Skewered ingredients appear on platters: cloud ear mushrooms, 
winter melon, lotus root and pak choi. Miss Coral shows them how long to cook each one, 
plunging her chopsticks into the soup and deftly removing chilli-soaked hunks of blood-
red pumpkin and yam.  
Empty bottles of beer gather beneath the table. Pi jiu seems to be the only Chinese 
word they know and they order in bulk, making hashed attempts at the Mandarin. She 
tries to teach them Chinese fingerspelling for numbers, mapping the shapes of the charac-
ters with her hands.  
For most of the evening, Miss Coral says little and busies herself sharing out food 
from the pot. She listens as they compare culture shocks - Why is everyone always shout-
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ing? - Someone touched my hair on the bus - I’d give anything for a cheese and pickle 
sandwich - Make mine a PB and J.  Miss Coral is surprised to find how much she enjoys 
hearing the critique. No-one asks those kinds of questions in Chinese. The French girl, 
Sybil, is sitting on her right. As another round of beer is ordered, Sybil leans towards her. 
She speaks softly. ‘Do you like living in China?’ she says. 
‘I’ve never lived anywhere else,’ says Miss Coral. 
‘Don’t you want to travel?’ 
 Miss Coral says she has no plans to do so. Before she can elaborate, the French girl 
asks her what she does in her spare time. 
‘I like translating things,’ she says, after a pause.  ‘And perhaps that’s as good as 
travelling. Perhaps it’s better. No jet lag,’ she says. As she speaks she addresses the sim-
mering broth. An old university professor still sends her bits of translation work, she says, 
but she can’t tell the Director, or anyone at Number Three Middle School. On a whim, last 
year, she applied to do a Masters in Translation in Beijing. She got accepted, but she can’t 
take up her place. Miss Coral laughs at herself. She has a good job, she says, thinking of 
the teaching she once loved. When she looks up at Sybil, Miss Coral sees that she is no 
longer listening, is paying more attention to balancing domed mouthfuls of rice on her 
chopsticks. 
The end of the evening comes. Miss Coral and Mr James share a taxi back to the 
school. The night guards open the gate and Miss Coral gives them a tip. They walk up the 
wide avenue towards the residential building, then they ride the lift together. When it 
stops at his floor, Mr James says goodnight, stopping the doors with his foot. He leans 
over and kisses Miss Coral on the cheek. She smells the beer on his breath. 
‘Fuck,’ he says, ‘I forgot you don’t kiss in China.’ He walks into the dimly-lit hallway, 
laughing to himself. 
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Miss Coral takes the lift up to the twelfth floor. She tries not to wake her roommates 
as she slips into bed, fully dressed, listening to the sound of the other teachers breathing 
in their sleep. 
December proves troublesome. One afternoon Mr James comes to her office. A student is 
causing him concern and he has come to ask that something be done; he thinks perhaps 
the boy has Down’s Syndrome. Miss Coral does not recognize the phrase and asks Mr 
James to write it down.  After he has gone, she looks the words up, and is confused by 
myriad translations in Chinese. She arranges to observe the class in question the next day, 
during their History lesson. She takes care to pick a slot in the timetable when she knows 
that Mr James will be busy teaching other classes.  
Miss Coral immediately picks out the student concerned. He is a large boy, unusual-
ly tall, and is sitting at the back of the room. He swings on his chair, writes nothing down, 
and is ignored by his classmates and history teacher alike. When a stream of incompre-
hensible noises escape his lips, the history teacher turns and gives a sharp reprimand in 
Mandarin, silencing the boy. Mr James, of course, can only discipline in English, and per-
haps this is the problem.  
Miss Coral speaks to the Director, who presents a simple solution. The boy can be 
removed from Mr James’ lessons as soon as he causes trouble. The Director gives Miss 
Coral a key to a cupboard in an adjacent corridor where the boy can sit until English is 
over. It would be prudent to lock him in, the Director says. 
When Mr James is next scheduled to take the class, Miss Coral waits for him to ar-
rive outside their classroom. In her careful English, she explains the lesson she observed 
and the Director’s advice, and hands over the key. Mr James stares at her. Miss Coral is 
aware of the muscles in his mouth tightening. He looks towards the classroom door then 
brings his eyes back to meet hers: ‘I’d rather he screamed for an hour than lock him up in 
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a cupboard. That’s fucking disgusting,’ he says. Mr James enters the classroom, slamming 
the door behind him. 
It is not until she is back in her office that Miss Coral allows herself to cry. When 
Moon opens the door, she lingers a moment on the threshold. She takes up her usual po-
sition in the corner and keeps her head down as Miss Coral pats her cheeks dry and 
smoothes the front of her shirt. When Miss Coral has straightened herself Moon still does 
not look up. She has her head dipped over her book, tracing the lines with her finger and 
making occasional notes in the margins. For the first time, Miss Coral is aware of the 
calming presence Moon exerts on the room. Miss Coral gets up and leaves. When she re-
turns, she is holding a small wooden stool and a cushion. 
‘Stand up, Moon,’ she says, and Moon obeys. She places the stool and cushion in the 
corner and Moon smiles in a way that Miss Coral has not seen before. It feels as though 
the sun has moved a little closer to their window.  
  
Towards the middle of the month, Mr James demands a Christmas holiday. The Director 
allows him the 25th and 26th. He pushes for the 24th. Miss Coral, receiving his urgent 
text messages and voicemails, is too afraid to ask for more. When she plucks up the 
courage to approach the Director again, it takes less than a second for him to refuse her. 
When Mr James phones in sick on December 24th, instead of docking his pay cheque the 
Director docks hers. Everyone will know, she thinks. That night, Miss Coral makes sure 
she is in bed, feigning sleep, long before her roommates arrive.  
In January, Mr James leaves for Vietnam - ‘a six-week romp down the East Coast, 
Halong Bay, Nha Trang and Ho Chi Fucking Minh’, as he puts it to her in an email.  Miss 
Coral returns to her hometown for Chinese New Year. By the time she leaves, the school is 
almost empty. She has been working hard on her latest translations, making the most of 
the office. Moon, too, has stayed behind, helping where she can, making creative sugges-
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tions. They share a taxi to the train station before embarking on long cross-country jour-
neys in opposite directions.  
Two weeks later, when Miss Coral comes back to school, she finds a postcard from 
Mr James on her desk. Halong Bay. He gives her the date of his return. He will miss the 
start of term, he says, because the flights are too expensive. She breaks the news to the 
Director by email. He informs Miss Coral that she will have to cover the classes and that 
Mr James’ wages will be docked by a quarter. Nervously, Miss Coral paraphrases the Di-
rector’s response into an email for Mr James, to which she receives no reply. When she 
next hears from him, he is already back in China, and has other things on his mind. 
In his absence, his apartment had become home to a swarm of flying ants. He ar-
rived to find the floor carpeted with insect corpses and the air about him thick with the 
survivors. What, his email said, is the school going to do about this? 
On the third day of term, Miss Coral is already exhausted. What does he want her to 
do? Go over there and sweep up the insects herself? She writes back, conveying her sym-
pathies but making it clear that the maintenance of his apartment does not come under 
her job description. She recommends that he buy insect spray and offers to hire a cleaner 
on his behalf, though he will have to pay. Beyond that, she is powerless. Miss Coral clicks 
‘Send’ and finds that her head is filled with images of ants raining from ceiling to floor. 
They are flooding the room like the sand of an egg timer. 
When Mr James’ contract comes to an end on March 31st, Miss Coral throws him a 
farewell party. She flits between classrooms, brandishing a basketball shirt bearing the 
school logo on which students paint parting wishes and well-worn quotations in perma-
nent fabric marker. Everybody writes something. Across the left shoulder blade, Moon 
writes a line from Confucius, with a translation in brackets: ‘Wheresoever you go, go with 
all your heart.’  
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In a large classroom on the second floor, they convene. Some groups of girls have 
prepared traditional Chinese songs to sing. Others come laden with white cardboard box-
es containing sticky piles of egg custard pastries and sanguine jujube dates. Black and 
white sachets of White Rabbit Candy garnish the tables and bottles of sweet jasmine tea 
line the window sills. Mr James appears genuinely moved. Miss Coral hands him a card 
she made herself, done in traditional Chinese calligraphy. Inside the card, her message 
conveys her thanks, on behalf of Number Three Middle School, for his freeness of spirit 
and passion for equality. It is of utmost importance, she writes, for Chinese students to 
speak good English, so that they may have more colourful opportunities in their futures. 
When he gets back to England, Mr James sends her an email returning her thanks. 
She opens it from the office computer. He will never forget such a pretty little face, he 
says, and Miss Coral puts her hands to her cheeks to mask the flush she feels rising as she 
reads.  
In early April, Miss Coral is called to the Director’s office. A letter has come from 
Teach China, from their Chinese delegate in Chongqing. He hands it across to Miss Coral 
and demands that she read it aloud. 
To the Director of Number Three Middle School,  
Following a letter of complaint, demanding considerable compensation, 
we must express to you the concerns of our client. Mr James reported to us 
that he was dissatisfied with his rate of pay. Further more, he was some-
what disappointed by the arrangements for the Christmas holidays. 
(Christmas, we would like to remind you, is one of the most important 
events in the Western calendar.) The accommodation provided was less 
than satisfactory, a statement for which he provided photographic evi-
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dence. In dealing with these matters, Mr James claimed that he felt under-
represented at the school, being unable, himself, to communicate with the 
authorities in Mandarin.  
‘That will do,’ says the Director. 
Miss Coral feels something like a stone lodge in her throat. She prays she won’t be 
asked any questions. Her mouth is too dry, her throat too small for speech.  
‘I’m sure you know what this means,’ the Director goes on. ‘You will be paid for the 
rest of the month, but we ask that you leave today.’ 
It takes less than thirty minutes for Miss Coral to pack her belongings into a large 
canvas rucksack. She peels the sheets from the bed and folds them neatly into a pile. She 
lingers for as long as she can in the office, re-organising paperwork and deleting old 
emails. When the door clicks open, she flinches, but when she looks up there is no one 
standing in the doorway.  
She pulls a piece of paper from the notebook in her handbag and tries to think of 
what she might say to Moon. But even if she could find the words, she decides, where 
would she put the note? And how could she possibly know that Moon would be the one to 
find it? She folds up the paper and slots it back into the notebook. 
When the office is clean and bare, Miss Coral opens the window to refresh the air. 
She places the clear plastic flask and an unopened packet of tea leaves beneath Moon’s 
stool in the corner. As she leaves she lets the office door swing wide.  
 In the taxi across town, through the smog and the half-hearted spring rain, Miss 
Coral has time to note that the Tianfu slums have now been flattened completely.  
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III. Thread 
‘THEY’RE HERE,’ SAID Saba. 
‘Yes,’ he replied. 
She opened the door. Three men were standing beside a truck in the yard. They 
nodded. She nodded back, then turned to her husband to say goodbye.  
She did not allow herself to cry. Instead, she felt herself getting smaller, or the house 
getting bigger: the white-washed walls shooting up into the sky, the earthen floor levelling 
out like spilt coffee. Mussa took her in his arms and she shrank further.  
He loaded two canvas bags onto the truck and clambered in after them. She couldn’t 
see how many others were inside, only the shudder of grey tarpaulin as the truck pulled 
away, rolling down the city’s northern slopes towards the border and then the desert.  
It was five thirty, the sun almost up. Saba waited in the yard. When the sound of the 
truck had faded into the hum of morning traffic, she closed the door, catching her dress in 
the frame. As she stepped back into the house, the fabric ripped. For a moment, Saba 
thought the tears would come cascading down her face, but she breathed heavily and kept 
them at bay. Not yet, she thought. 
She stooped and pulled gently until the material of the dress came free. It was a 
white thing of delicate linen and the tear was in the seam, four inches long. Pale threads 
hung across it like a cobweb.  
The house had two large rooms. There was the kitchen with its large wooden table, a sink 
and several low cupboards; then a small bedroom where they slept and kept their books — 
large volumes of poetry and prose from which they read to one another on Mussa’s days 
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off. He had made all the furniture -- their bed, the kitchen table, the cupboards, the desk. 
Each piece was engraved with a line from one of her favourite poems. 
Saba kept her sewing things in a box beneath the bed. She slid it out from between 
an old suitcase and Mussa’s army boots. Her hands shook as she brought it to the table, 
spools of thread rattling against the thin case. Saba sat down and hitched up her skirt, 
smoothing the broken seam across the wooden surface. With hands splayed over the fab-
ric, she steadied herself, leaning into the table to absorb its solidity. She opened the box 
and picked a needle from the pin cushion.  Digging among the coloured reels, she pulled 
white thread from a spool and, in one swift motion, fed it through the needle’s eye. Her 
hand drew wide circles as she sewed while her eyes kept flicking back to the door, half 
hoping that he might return, as he had before, after some problem. When she finished 
sewing, she knotted the thread and held up the fabric to look at her work. The join was 
clumsy, the stitches misaligned, but it would do. With the seam pulled taut between her 
hands she sat for a moment and did nothing.  
She had hardly slept. In the night, she had touched Mussa’s arm from time to time, 
whether to comfort him or herself she could not be sure. He remained completely still 
though she knew he was not asleep. Stillness was a choice that he made, his way of being 
calm.  
They had been married a year. The first six months he spent in military service, 
working at the southern border, rebuilding the rail tracks that were damaged during the 
war. When he returned, his skin was darker, his hands rough and the whites of his eyes 
slightly clouded. He went back to his job at the furniture shop, building bespoke pieces for 
the city’s richest families, but the work seemed to tire him in a way that Saba had not seen 
before. When the education reforms were imposed, teachers and students protested. 
Mussa had been in the centre of town that day, delivering an elaborate toy chest to an old 
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barrister who had commissioned the piece as a gift for his granddaughter. As he was leav-
ing, he had found himself caught up in the seething mob. 
Mussa was not the only innocent bystander to be arrested; almost everyone knew 
someone. They held him for two months. He told her, repeatedly, not to visit him, as it 
was too dangerous, but he wrote to her every day. Whenever she felt on the verge of doing 
something rash, another letter would arrive, reassuring her that it would all be over soon. 
He returned paler and thinner, the muscles in his shoulders wasted and his eyes narrow.  
He saw no future in the city, he said. He could no longer look forward. The essence 
of the place had altered and he was losing a sense of himself. Saba knew he had to find a 
way to leave, to get a job in another city, where one day she could join him. 
In this period of rapid change, Saba had seen him scared, yes, but never fraught. He 
had been despondent but never inconsolable. He did things slowly and with purpose, as 
though protesting the city’s atmosphere of uncertainty and deceit. His steadiness gave 
him an air of permanence. She pictured him, teeth clenched, back straight, as the truck 
skimmed the uneven track that led to the desert, a landscape Saba had never seen. She 
tried to conjure a version of it in her mind but could not. It existed beyond the places of 
safety to which her imagination clung: the two-room house, the kitchen table, the con-
tents of the sewing box, the small round hollows inside the plastic reels of thread. 
Several times, while Mussa was in prison, men from the military had come to search 
the house. They did not appear to be looking for anything in particular. They took money, 
demanded food, emptied drawers, cupboards and boxes. They drank the bottle of wine 
she had kept, left over from their wedding day. Saba was grateful that they ignored the 
books and everything else she considered of value. 
The important things she kept in a shallow metal tin under the sink, beneath a thick 
pile of newspapers. She fetched the tin and placed it on the table by the sewing box, leav-
ing the papers scattered across the floor. Now there were two boxes open in front of her: 
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one was bright with threads and buttons, with bits of ribbon spilling over the sides; the 
other was filled with scraps of paper, old letters and an occasional photograph.  
The first poem that came to hand was the one she had performed on her father’s 
birthday. It was six lines long — an Italian sestet — and scribbled on an old receipt. Oth-
ers had been written on loose sheets of notepaper or blank pages she had torn from the 
backs of books. Most of them remained familiar. She read a few lines, raised her eyes 
from the page and found the words were still flowing. These things, she thought, would 
never leave her mind. Having no further use for the paper on which the lines were writ-
ten, she placed them in a pile at one end of the table. 
A family photograph lay at the bottom of the tin -- both sets of grandparents, her 
mother and father, sisters, aunts, uncles and cousins – taken when she was seven years 
old, gap-toothed and laughing. Balancing it on the tips of her fingers, she shivered as she 
looked at the faces of people she loved, many of whom had died in the conflict or, like 
Mussa, simply chosen to leave, having lost faith in the idea of a future in their own land. 
She got to her feet, scooped a fistful of coffee beans from a jar on a high shelf and 
took them outside into the yard. She scattered the beans into a dark iron pan, stoked the 
fire and placed them over the heat. They hissed and emitted a heady steam, the aroma 
tickling her nose. She fetched the unwanted poems from inside and fed them, one by one, 
into the flames. While coffee brewed in the clay jebena, the scraps of paper curled to ash-
es, their edges glowing until they finally disappeared. 
With the jebena in hand, Saba went back inside. She pulled a couple of fresh sheets 
from a notebook and tore them into narrow strips. The sound was pleasing, cutting across 
the silence of the room. In small, neat handwriting, she copied out the poems she wished 
to keep. Each poem she wound into a scroll, slotting them into the hollow spaces inside 
the coloured spools. She slid the photograph she loved into a brown paper envelope and 
placed it at the bottom of the box. She poured coffee into a small china cup, before adding 
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two heaped spoonfuls of dark sugar. Saba returned the tin to the space beneath the sink 
and stacked the newspapers on top. When the coffee was finished, she poured water over 
the fire then took herself back to bed, lying fully clothed beneath the yellow cotton sheet. 
In the afternoon, a patch of light warmed Saba’s cheek and roused her from sleep. The 
day was luminous, the sun falling in horizontal shafts through the slats of the shutters. 
She got up, fixed her hair, draped a string of beads around her neck and left the house. 
She would not take the bus into town. It was always overcrowded and she would 
have to stand, the lurch of the potholed roads knocking her bones out of line. Instead, she 
walked, enjoying the irregular terrain, the dust, the cracks in the dry pavement. 
It was a steep climb to the city and the ache of it spread in her calves. The sky was its 
usual perfect blue; it seemed almost impossible that something so intense could stretch so 
far. A group of old women passed her. With their bent backs, they looked ancient and 
fragile, as though they might crumple beneath the the weight of their parasols. Teenagers 
hung together in cliques, meandering along, school books held to their brows, to shield 
their eyes from the sun. Wide suburbs gave way to city streets, dust-covered cars and 
crowds. Heat and noise swelled, trembling the air. 
On a corner of the high street, Saba stopped to catch her breath. Pale yellow plaster 
from a barbershop window had flaked away, gathering in a pile beneath the sill. Saba’s 
mind went to the desert, where everything was already turned to dust. Before Mussa left – 
before he had expressed the wish to leave – she had never given it much thought. From 
the city’s high vantage on the cliff top, it was hard to believe that a world lay beyond it. 
The escarpment suspended them in cloud and kept them at a heady remove from the out-
lying land, the sea-bound estuaries and the coast. As a child, Saba used to like to watch 
the birds launching from the cliff-edge. They flew out at eye level before dipping suddenly 
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and vanishing into the mist. As for the people here, the thin mountain air had gone to 
their heads long ago. 
She crossed the street, took a side road to her left, another to the right, then swung 
through the door and into Angelo’s. The café was dimly lit, with the blinds drawn low to 
block the heat. Patches of cool air hung over the glossy red and white floor tiles and tick-
led the sides of her ankles. Her usual table by the window was free and Saba nodded as 
the waiter gestured her towards it. 
In a shadowy corner at the back, Angelo was in his seat. His features were in shad-
ow, but his short white hair shone in the afternoon light. He was reading, making notes. 
He had not seen her come in and she did not want to disturb him. He would come to her 
in his own time.  
The waiter approached. She ordered coffee and a glass of water, and watched as he 
pulled the leavers on the old Gaggia machine, from which steam hissed and rose. A young 
mother walked in, her two children in tow. They ran to the counter to press their hands 
and noses up against the cabinet of cakes and pastries. The mother peeled them away but 
their fingers, already sticky, left marks on the glass. Saba’s coffee arrived and she lifted 
the cup to her lips without drinking. The mother pointed to two baba cakes, which the 
waiter handed to her in a brown paper bag, twisted at the corners. Her children snatched 
it from her and ran towards the door but she did not appear to notice. She was looking, 
instead, at Angelo. 
Angelo had been a friend of Saba’s father. She remembered them sitting outside, 
lighting pipes of cherry-scented tobacco and talking in the dark. Saba used to stand by the 
door and try to pick out their words from among the noises of the night. They were a na-
tion of poets, her father had once said. If they were not writing, they were reading and lis-
tening. Saba remembered Angelo’s response, his precise turn of phrase. It is no less es-
sential, he had said, no less nourishing, than blood, than food. Shortly afterwards, Angelo 
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had left and Saba’s father had returned inside. He had found Saba sitting on the kitchen 
floor, writing in the back of one of her school books. She remembered how her hand had 
moved slowly, methodically, as she concentrated on the formation of each letter in each 
word.  
She was seven years old then, but her father treated her as an adult. He read the four 
lines she had written with serious eyes then said, quite simply: 
‘Keep going.’ 
From that moment on, she made sure that she wrote something every day, forbid-
ding her sisters from disturbing her while she completed the task. He gave her three 
things: the time to work, the space to think and, on her sixteenth birthday, a writing desk. 
He had it made to order by a reputable young carpenter in the city, who delivered it in 
person when the day arrived. Saba remembered Mussa standing at the door -- tall and 
lean with broad shoulders -- while her father asked him to join them for coffee and cake. 
Mussa had talked candidly with her father about how he loved to read, about the impor-
tance of writing, and the pleasure it gave him to have been asked to build the desk. 
Saba drained her coffee cup, craning back her neck to catch the last drops. She took 
a pencil and a notebook from her handbag and at the top of a new page wrote: Desert, 
crossed it out, wrote: Husband, crossed it out, wrote: Sand. She ripped the page out and 
was about to crumple it in her fist, when she became conscious that Angelo was at her 
side. He grabbed the paper, pulling it through her fingers and holding it up to the light. 
‘Mussa’s gone?’ he said.  
Saba nodded.  
‘He left or he was taken?’ 
‘He left.’ 
Angelo sat down. 
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She wished to appear composed, leaning back in her seat and crossing her legs. The 
muscles in her calves still ached from the walk and, though she knew she must be imagin-
ing it, she thought she could feel the badly mended seam weighting down her dress.  
‘You know you might not hear from him,’ Angelo said. 
‘I know, he’ll be in the desert for who knows how long.’ 
‘But after that.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
‘I mean you don’t know what it will be like.’ Angelo leaned across the table and took 
a sip of her water.  
‘You mean he’ll change.’  
Angelo nodded. 
‘He was already changing,’ Saba said. 
‘Of course he was.’ 
‘I asked him to write to me,’ she said. 
‘And what did he say?’ 
‘That it would be hard.’ 
Angelo shrugged. ‘He won’t write.’ 
They drank two more coffees and a brandy each before leaving the café in the early 
evening. As they said goodbye, Angelo squeezed Saba’s hand and kissed her on the fore-
head. 
The air had cooled. By the time she got home, it was almost dark. There were clus-
ters of stars emerging and a crisp, bright moon. She turned her key in the door, heard the 
click and swung it open. She reached for the light switch in the gloom. The open sewing 
box was on the kitchen table and the edges of the poems that lined the spools were push-
ing up and out. She sat down and examined the seam she had sewn. The night deepened 
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around her. With a long needle and a pair of sewing scissors, she unpicked her stitches, 
freeing the pale thread with sharp movements of her hand. The seam gaped like a wound 
but Saba was suddenly exhausted. She could not face the thought of repairing it again and 
decided to leave it for the morning. 
She replaced the needle in the pin cushion and laid the scissors at the bottom of the 
box. Where the scrolls were unfurling, she removed them and rolled them into tighter 
coils.  
Saba laid down in bed and waited for sleep. With her eyes open in the dark, she 
thought of the men in the truck, how it would shake as they drove across the desert into 
the night. She thought of Mussa moving away from her over the dunes, mapping his jour-
ney in her head, imagining his tracks disappearing beneath the next sprinkling of sand 




EVERY YEAR, WHEN the plum tree had lost its leaves, my father would take a photograph. 
From the moment the air turned cool, we would keep a close eye on it, watching the 
shades of green become gold, waiting for the last leaf to drop.  
Some years we would wake to find the tree suddenly bare, the remaining few leaves 
having fallen in the night. At other times, the last leaves would struggle on through the 
morning but, later in the day, they would be gone. Then there were the handful of more 
memorable occasions when, on looking out of the window -- that of his bedroom or the 
dining room below -- either my father or I or both of us together would catch the last leaf 
as it came fluttering down to the ground, watching it curl and flip through the air, before 
resting weightless on the grass or skipping away on the cusp of a breeze.  
‘It’s time, son,’ he would say, and fetch his camera. 
At that time of year it was not quite winter-cold, but the seasons were shifting. Few-
er clouds gathered overhead. The daylight sharpened and the materials of the garden -- 
the stone path, the greenhouse, the antique table, the iron work chairs and the plum tree 
itself -- appeared in greater definition. The residual warmth of summer evaporated. 
A dip in the land meant the scattered houses beyond remained invisible. In this way, 
the photographs made it appear as though the tree were the only marker on the horizon 
for miles around.  
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I would stand by his side and wait for the click, followed by the familiar winding of 
the film. He only ever took one shot. If the weather was bad, my father would make me 
watch through the dining room window. I would kneel on the deep wooden sill, looking at 
him through the central pane. At this distance, my mind became active. It was my moth-
er’s tree, a memorial planted shortly after she died; I was four months old. 
My father developed the photographs himself in the basement. The images were 
large – ten by twelve inches, black and white. He mounted them on pieces of black sugar 
paper cut to size to give a narrow frame. When he had finished, he would come to show 
me his work and I would nod my approval, commenting on the particulars: the position of 
the clouds, the blur of a breeze, the quality of the light. Each one was dated, numbered 
and stored in a heavy wooden box that he kept in the cupboard under the stairs.  
 I was often alone. Sometimes, if I was bored, I would take the pictures out, arrang-
ing them in patterns on the carpet or sorting them into piles. The few friends I had lived 
in the next village and, while on summer days I was glad to make the journey on my bike, 
when autumn closed in my father became anxious and I chose not to anguish him further 
by straying out of doors.  In any case, I liked to be there, in the house, reordering the pic-
tures, always looking for the most pleasing arrangement.  
It would be easy to imagine that the photographs are all alike. The plum tree did not 
grow a great deal over the years and, as far as was possible, its shape was maintained by 
frequent pruning. Even so, while certain of the photographs bore close resemblance to 
one another, others differed so wildly that, had the backdrop not been so consistent -- had 
the fields been dug up for housing, say, or the farmer chosen to plant a new crop -- it 
would be easy to say that these were different plum trees from different lands. A certain 
kind of evening light made one image pale and over-bright, the sun burning a hole in part 
of the trunk. In another, the wind had torn through the upper branches and made them 
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blur. In a third, the tree was ink-black against a perfect sky so that it almost looked like a 
drawing. 
There are a number of ways to categorise the photographs. From the position of the 
sun and the quality of the light, it is possible to identify those taken in the morning, the 
afternoon and at sunset. Some skies were dull, some were clear with an occasional cloud, 
and others stretched away smoothly, disturbed only by the grain of the lens. But when I 
was in my teens, I preferred the simplest method: to make two piles, one for before and 
one for after the storm. 
In the winter between the tenth and the eleventh photographs, there was a night of 
crazed winds, lashing rain and forked lightning. Disturbed by the commotion, I ran into 
my father’s room and we lay in bed holding onto one another. We didn’t think of the tree 
until the morning. The largest branch on the right side of the tree, and others leading off 
from it, had split and fallen. We stood at the dining room window, looking out at the 
felled branch lying broken on the lawn. In the pictures that followed you could chart small 
changes in the tree; the branches on the left sunk lower as it began to lean, falling — too 
slowly to see — towards the earth. 
There were other exceptions. Of the thirty-two pictures he took, only one – the eigh-
teenth – was in colour.  
‘Why, when the rest are black and white?’ I had said. I looked forward to the devel-
oped picture and this move away from tradition set me on edge. 
‘Because when I took it the sky was so grey,’ he said. 
 Alone, the picture could pose as monochrome. It was only when it was placed 
among the others that its particular subtlety and warmth of tone became evident. My fa-
ther held it against the photograph from the previous year.  
 ‘It was a stupid thing to do,’ he said. ‘I made a mistake.’ 
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Shortly after my eighteenth birthday, I enrolled to study architectural design at the 
University of Valencia, leaving my father alone in the house. He had encouraged me, then 
resigned himself to the change. I arrived in the summer, a month or two before term be-
gan, and, at the time, I had little thought for autumn. When the days of September ran 
out and the heat endured, an uneasiness crept in. Every few days, I would phone home 
and enquire about the tree. 
‘A few more have gone,’ he would say. ‘One or two fallen, I think. Though it’s early 
yet.’ 
In Valencia, autumn was never cool. When it finally arrived, the air was only a little 
altered and the light the same. Trees were slow to lose their leaves and many never did. 
Instead, the habit of Valencian leaves was to grow limp and hang, undead, waiting for a 
cold that would not come. 
One November afternoon, I called him and he said: ‘They’ve all gone. I took the pic-
ture.’ 
When I went home for the winter holidays that year we did not talk about the photo-
graph I’d missed, the first in almost twenty years. 
During my third year abroad, I decided to go home for the photograph. I called a few 
weeks ahead and had a long conversation with my father regarding the precise timing of 
my trip and over which days I would have the best chance of catching the plum tree as it 
lost its last leaves. He kept careful records of his work and, looking at the dates of the 
photographs, he concluded that the most opportune window was between the fourteenth 
and the twenty-second of November. I made my arrangements accordingly.  
When I arrived back it was the fourteenth. Eight leaves remained on the tree. The 
next day there were six, then five. On the fourth, fifth and sixth days there were three. Af-
ter a week had gone by, only two leaves remained and on November twenty-second -- the 
day of my departure -- there was one leaf left. I had packed my bags the night before and 
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my train to the airport was at half past one. We would need to leave the house at twelve. 
By the time we finished breakfast it was nine. 
‘Still one, still one,’ my father said, looking out of the dining room window. Then, 
when the last of the coffee had been drunk, he said: ‘I know what to do.’  
‘You can’t take the picture with the leaf still there,’ I said.  
‘Of course not,’ said my father.   
I followed him out the back door. Instead of assuming his usual position on the path, 
he kept on walking towards the tree. He reached up and before I could stop him he had 
the last leaf in his hand. It was stubborn and it took a hard tug to free it from its branch. 
He stuffed the leaf into the back pocket of his jeans and moved away from the tree, the 
camera slung around his neck. He took the picture, the twenty-first in the sequence. The 
ritual was broken, the archive contaminated. He had ignored his own rules. I felt ashamed 
that he had done this for my sake, because I no longer lived there, because we were both 
getting older, and who knew how many photographs were left? 
PART TWO 
When I graduated from Valencia, I got an apprenticeship in New York. My father was 
thrilled, and for the first time since I had left home, I sensed that we had come to some 
kind of understanding. I no longer asked about the tree; he never mentioned it. For many 
years, I did not go home. Things were happening for me in New York, which was at once a 
truth and an apology. 
After a year in the city, I met Laura. An American and a dancer, lively, always laugh-
ing, with a large and close-knit family upstate; a heritage utterly removed from the almost 
silent world of my childhood. We went to art galleries. She took me to the opera. I showed 
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her my projects and she brought me along to rehearsal. When she walked, there was a 
slight turn-out in her feet.  
The spring before the very last picture was taken, Laura and I got engaged. That 
same April, I took her home to meet my father. The plum tree was in full bloom. We sat 
beneath it, drinking prosecco and laughing like children. Laura charmed him, and she 
seemed to have an effect on his character: he became playful, gracious, even stylish. He 
took great pride in the way he served us dinner and in the mornings he laid on lavish 
breakfasts, with pastries, fruits, breads and jams the likes of which I had never seen him 
buy before. We stayed a full week, during which time neither my father nor I made any 
mention of the catalogue of photographs under the stairs. I remember having wanted to 
ask him if he continued to honour the tradition, but something -- whether a sense of em-
barrassment or ritualistic sanctity, I don’t know -- prevented me. 
He died the following winter. An aneurism, aged 62. It was quick and without pain, 
they said. I went alone to make the arrangements for the funeral. I called the vicar and 
asked him to make an announcement. The local newspaper was informed. When the day 
of the funeral came, the church was packed; pews crammed, people standing at the back. 
Even more turned up for the wake at the Drifter’s Inn on the other side of the village.  
I had no idea he had so many friends. When I was a boy he had very few  visitors. In 
fact, he had never exhibited much need of other company at all. But it seemed that once I 
left he became an active member of the community. He mowed the lawn of the cemetery 
and volunteered at the local school. He had even led a photography workshop at the vil-
lage hall.  
Laura, who had come for the funeral, went back to New York while I stayed on for a 
few more weeks. There was no good reason to hold onto the house. I called an estate 
agent and it was sold within two months. A few bits of furniture, pieces of my mother’s 
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jewellery he had kept, and other items I had loved or that seemed important somehow, 
were shipped to New York; among them, of course, were the photographs.  
  
They remained in their box on a low shelf in my study for many years. Whenever I 
looked at the box, I told myself I was keeping them there for their protection, so they 
would not fade. In the end, it was Laura who unearthed them. She was pregnant at the 
time and, unable to dance, had set her mind on clearing out the house. It was more than a 
decade since he had died.  
I was in the kitchen when she came to find me: 
‘Did you take these?’ she said, holding up an image in each hand. ‘Where did you 
find a tree like that in New York?’ 
She was oddly suspicious, as though I might have been sneaking out to take pictures 
of trees behind her back. 
  ‘You know that tree,’ I said. ‘You’ve seen it. It’s the plum tree in my father’s gar-
den.’ 
She looked blank. 
‘You sat beneath it once to toast our engagement,’ I said. 
‘But it looks so different,’ said Laura, looking at one of the pictures from before the 
storm.  
‘I know, but that’s the one.’ 
‘Did you take them?’ she said. 
‘No, he did.’ 
‘Well,’ she said, calmer, ‘they’re lovely. You should do something with them. Put 
them up.’ 
‘In the house?’ 
‘If you like, or in your office, or in a gallery somewhere.’ 
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I laughed. ‘Let me think,’ I said. 
At that time I was working for a firm on the Upper West Side. I made models of the 
cities of the future, the ones that my child would come to know. On the ground floor of the 
building was a printing office, run by a woman called Lin. She was softly spoken, almost 
to the point of being inaudible, as though the incessant back-and-forth noise of the print-
ers and copiers had quietened her over the years.    
‘I need a favour,’ I said. I showed her the pictures. She looked at them with curiosity 
but made no comment. I asked for ten copies of each. She raised an eyebrow.  
‘Is that too much?’ I asked. 
She shook her head. ‘Come back in three days.’ 
When I went back, she handed me the images, all three hundred and twenty of 
them, plus the thirty-two originals, in a cardboard box. I reached for my wallet and took 
out a few notes. 
‘No need,’ she said. 
‘Are you sure?’  
‘I made an extra copy of this one,’ she said. It was the one in colour. ‘I’m going to put 
it in my kitchen,’ she said. ‘It looks like a tree from my grandfather’s garden.’ 
‘In Japan?’ 
‘I know,’ she said, ‘but it does.’  
‘And the others?’ 
‘I know, they’re all the same. But this one looks more like the one I remember than 
the rest.’ 
I set to work. On the back of each print I placed a sticker with the date of capture 
and numbered them in sequence. I hung one set of copies across three walls of my study 
at home. I knew that the light in the room was uneven and that some of the pictures 
would fade faster than others. But now that there were so many copies, it was hard to 
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imagine a time when they would all be faded. They would outlive me, at least. When all 
the pictures were arranged, I stood before them, looking carefully. When I stopped at one, 
perhaps the fourth or the fifth, a warmth crept over my shoulders, radiating from the 
memory of the way my father’s back almost touched the dining-room window. I felt the 
stone path beneath my feet and the change of air against my cheeks.  Though I had never 
taken a single photograph in that house, I felt the weight and the coolness of the camera 
in my hands and the presence of a young boy at my side, watching and waiting for the 
click of the big black button, the winding of the film, the tap on the shoulder that meant it 
was time to go back inside.        
Laura gave birth to a girl, a long-limbed little thing with a shock of fair hair. We named 
her Carla, after Carla Fracci. She couldn’t take her eyes off us, whether we were working 
or cooking or sitting down at the end of the day to listen to music. It was as if she were 
watching over us, and not the other way round. When she was very small, I used to carry 
her into my study. I held her to my chest so that her head poked over my shoulder. I 
walked her slowly from one photograph to the next, moving with my back to the frames, 
so that Carla could get the best view. I pictured each image as she arrived at it, her breath-
ing soft and steady in my ear. 
When she was old enough I gave her a set of copies. Just as I had done, she liked to 
reorder and reorganise the images, dividing them up, placing them in grids or columns or 
zig zags across the floor. 
 At school, her subject was art and she came home, night after night, with some new 
painting or drawing rolled up under her arm. At sixteen, she went to art school. At eigh-
teen she decided to go professional, living at home, saving money for her first show. She 
was friends with the right people. She had Laura’s quiet confidence. I never doubted she 
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would succeed. We gave her the dining room to use as a studio, taking our meals at the 
kitchen table. For two whole years she wouldn’t show us a thing.  
In that time, I learned that the old house was no longer there. The family who had 
bought it sold it on to developers, who had simply waited for the right time to build. They 
razed it to the ground and, presumably, the plum tree with it. I was suddenly aware that 
there were no photographs of anything else. My father had not documented my childhood 
the way most parents do, the way we had with Carla. There were no pictures of our 
Christmases, our outings to the city, my football matches or school plays, though he had 
attended them all. There was only the plum tree; thirty two versions of it, and all more or 
less the same. Soon after, I took the photographs down and replaced them with bits of 
Carla’s work. I left them in their frames and piled them into a box.  
When Carla was twenty, and I was as old as my father had been when he died, she 
unveiled the project. It could not be done at home, she said, so she hired a cheap space in 
Brooklyn, a fifteen-foot square room with no windows and painted white. When she ush-
ered us in, it was pitch black. She held some manner of remote control in her hand. She 
clicked a button and the room filled with light, which cast peculiar shadows on the wall.  
The back wall was filled with miniature spotlights and each light was fitted with a 
lens from which the shadows were generated. As my eyes adjusted, I began to recognise 
the shapes on the wall as images of the plum tree. I counted the lights. Thirty two lenses 
for thirty two photographs. I looked more closely at the projections, identifying the tree 
before the storm and after it, the pictures with clear skies, with dark skies, with clouds. 
The shadows were all different sizes, the images magnified to different degrees and tilted 
to fall upon different parts of the room. In the middle of one wall, something strange 
caught my eye. I walked towards it. The tone of the shadow was faintly blue, and the sky 
not quite clean.   
 ‘The one in colour,’ I said.  
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 Carla nodded. 
She handed me the remote control. There were thirty two buttons. 
‘How did you do this?’ I said. 
‘Magic.’  
‘How long can we stay?’ 
‘As long as you like.’ 
I took them on a tour of the room. I told them about the storm, the years I had 
missed, the years I returned. We clicked the lights on and off, all three of us, and adjusted 
the angles, moving the images from ceiling to walls to floor, in order to find the most 
pleasing arrangement.  
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V. Mirrorball 
I AM NINE years old: a pathetic, sickly creature, always catching colds, infections, what-
ever’s going round. Skinny and weak, I find myself submerged in delirious fever more of-
ten than not. My father takes more interest in me than is usual, possibly because I am 
there, in the flat, all of the time.  
On one occasion, he wraps me up in an old winter jumper of his and takes me down 
to the club before opening. He shows me the decks and lets me play one of his records. He 
picks songs for me that he thinks I will like and, to my surprise, he is good at it. I watch 
carefully as he lifts the vinyls over the spike, taking note of the needle, the knobs, the 
speed settings and the filing of the cardboard cases. This goes on until I am too weak to 
stand up any longer and he takes me back to bed.  
He tucks me in and declares that he is going to read me a story. I am instructed to 
try to stay awake for a little bit longer because first he has to find the book he wants to 
read. He is gone a long time. There is the swish of boxes and the clunk of suitcases in his 
bedroom, which is the room above mine. When he comes back, he has in his hands a 
small book with an ornate cover in green and blue. He sits near my head and opens the 
book at the first page. I see that the cover is printed with a photograph of a tapestry. It 
depicts an apricot tree with two birds perched on its twirling branches. It is not symmet-
rical but I like it very much. The birds, I deduce, must be woodpeckers, as the story is the 
story of Picus. My father reads to me with a voice that rings with genuine excitement. I 
languish in my fever, swirling the words around the bright fog in my head. When my fa-
ther says goodnight, he puts the book on the floor beside me. Once he has left the room, I 
thrust out a goose-pimpled arm and bring it up under the covers. 
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❧ 
I am ten years old and Lucrezia is taking me shopping. My father is in a terror of a mood 
and she will not leave me alone with him, even though she knows I am accustomed and 
that I learned long ago how to look after myself without him noticing me. 
‘You need a treat,’ she says. ‘When was the last time anyone took you shopping?’ 
No one has ever taken me shopping. My clothes are a medley of things that other 
women have left behind, my father’s unwanted shirts and a pair of leggings I borrowed 
from someone at school after gym class and never returned.  
It is a day of miracle cures, pocket-sized treasures, the sensuous pleasures of silk, 
velvet and suede; a day filled with a new vocabulary. There are plackets, pleats, peplum; 
selvedges, gussets and epaulettes; jackets in brocade and shimmering jacquard; dresses 
are ruched, tucked and pinned; silk is brushed, crushed and bouilli. There are potions, too 
— potions that are normally locked away in a drawer of Lucrezia’s dressing table. Lucrezia 
buys hair dye, face cream and perfume. I am allowed to carry the little black and white 
bag that holds the scent. She buys me a set of nail varnishes called Molten Metals. There 
are four colours: gold, silver, bronze and a luminous white shade called Man In The 
Moon. Lipsticks have names, too; Lucrezia wears Rio Fanfare, a vibrant red. She pro-
nounces it the Italian way — Rio Fanfarray. She won’t, however, buy the shade of red she 
likes the best, because it’s called Number Seven Red, and Lucrezia cannot stand the num-
ber seven. She says it’s bad luck, though she will never tell me why. 
At home, in my bedroom, while Lucrezia is unloading her purchases, I draw a pic-
ture of a large, red exotic flower, which I assume to be a Rio Fanfare.  
At around half past ten, when I am still too excited about it all to be able to sleep, 
Lucrezia lets me come down with her to the club. Just for a few minutes, she says, so I can 
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see the people coming in. My father is on the decks and he won’t cause any trouble, even 
if he sees me. 
‘And in the morning?’ I say. 
‘He won’t remember,’ says Lucrezia.  
She is wearing a long, one-shoulder dress in pale grey and enormous chandelier ear-
rings. We stand at the top of the spiral staircase that leads down to the dance floor, watch-
ing the club fill up from the basement door. They are smart, glamourous, glittering peo-
ple, mostly wearing bright colours and some with brightly-coloured hair. But there is also 
something messy about them. None have Lucrezia’s grace.  
There are so many mirrors on the walls of the club that wherever you look you seem 
to get a different version of the same view. One of my favourite things to do is to try to fol-
low the spots of light reflected by the mirrorball that hangs from a long wire in the centre 
of the room. I can never manage it for very long. As soon as a spot hits a mirror, it merges 
with other spots and I get dizzy trying to separate one from the next. 
‘Will you go down and join them? When I go to bed?’ I say. 
‘Maybe for a while,’ she says. ‘A lot of the time I stand here, though.’ 
‘Don’t you dance?’ I say. 
‘I only dance with my friends,’ she says. ‘And you.’  
I turn to look at Lucrezia. I am so proud of her. 
❧ 
I am eleven years old, a couple of months into high school, and I am learning that nobody 
cares if I am not there. If I skip a class or two, or even a full day, most of the time I will not 
be missed. The truants at my school are thought to be battles-already-lost. Occasionally, 
someone gets expelled, but only if they drag one of the battles-still-being-fought-for into 
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their midst. However, if we keep to ourselves, or, in my case, give all other students a wide 
birth, we are tolerated when we show our faces, as long as we behave. And even if I do get 
into trouble, I have my father’s reputation to back me up. 
I have been aware, for as long as I can remember, of the fame my father enjoys 
across the city. There is no end to the list of accusations levelled at him. Some are true, 
some are not. From time to time, the other kids at my school ask me questions about him, 
or pass on the gossip they overhear at the dinner table -- ‘my mum says your dad is a real-
ly bad man’, ‘my mum says your dad has slept with all the whores in the Redwell Alley’, 
‘my dad says your dad once punched him in the gut’. I am never bullied; I am left alone. 
Even the teachers won’t send letters back to my father. So I come and go as I please.  
Lucrezia does not consider it her duty to see that I go to school. I ask her once why 
neither she nor my father punish me for bunking off, as other parents do. 
‘There are other ways to do things,’ she says. ‘I didn’t spend much time in school.’ 
‘What did you do?’ I say. 
‘I just learned things a different way. I worked in my mother’s café. I spent a lot of 
time watching people, I suppose.’ 
‘Did you learn a lot that way?’ I say. 
‘I learned to tell the people I admired from those I disliked,’ Lucrezia says. ‘Then I 
learned what it was that made the difference.’  
‘What made the difference?’ I say. 
‘Style,’ she says. ‘Not money, style.’ 
❧ 
I am twelve years old. Lucrezia is away. Following her example, I am taking it upon myself 
to fill in the gaps of my education with only the things that please me. These are: drawing, 
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dancing and biology. Still avoiding school, I become a member of the public library and 
borrow a book called Beginning Ballet and practise my pliés, pas du chats and sautées 
(petites et grandes) on the circular dance floor in the middle of the club, with my father’s 
records providing the much-too-fast beats for my choreography. After a while, I give up 
with the ballet and dance around in the way that I’ve seen women dance in the club on 
Fridays and Saturdays, swaying my hips and making mermaid movements with my arms 
above my head.  
Lucrezia phones at night, when she knows that my father will be down at the club. 
She asks me what I’ve been doing with my day and I answer truthfully. She asks me about 
the ballet book and I fetch it so that I can read to her the descriptions of the exercises. 
‘Perhaps we can do some ballet together when I get home,’ she says. 
I feel a great surge of relief when she says these words. She is definitely coming back. 
❧ 
I am thirteen. I have a new best friend, whose name is George. We cut classes together, 
apart from Art, which we deem to be of value. George has short curly hair which she 
wears messy, far messier than it would be if she were to leave it to its own devices. The 
carefully constructed disorder of her appearance is a source of pride. She dresses in plaid 
shirts several sizes too big, wearing them with leggings and walking boots. She does not 
walk so much as stomp.  
We sit in the park by our school, feeding each other licorice laces that are a sickly 
neon red. She is the only person in school who has never been intimidated by me or the 
idea of my father.  
Lucrezia and my father are fighting. They take turns at staying out all night, sharing 
the club between them. There are three, long nights over which they try to hash things 
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out. On the first, they have loud and angry sex that even the music from the club below 
cannot disguise. On the second, my father slaps Lucrezia hard across the jawline and she 
creeps into my room with the red mark fresh. We do not speak but I hold her hand as I 
watch the mark begin to bleed dark colours into her cheek and down one side of her neck. 
That night, she shares my bed. We top and tail.  
On the third night, they find a way through. They establish a language by which to 
communicate. The language they settle on is that of business and finance. They make 
plans for the club. Somehow, through these practical negotiations, their love revives. 
❧ 
I am fifteen. I am tall and -- to everyone’s surprise, not least my own --  quite beautiful. 
Those who know Lucrezia see us walking down Apricot Grove arm in arm and stop to 
compliment her on her elegant daughter. Lucrezia is gracious and does not correct them. 
Men look at me. Lucrezia glares back.  
❧ 
I am sixteen years old and my father is turning the club into an art gallery. It will still be a 
club, of course, but it will also be an art gallery. The artist he has chosen to exhibit is 
called Xixi. We know he is serious when, for the very first time, he announces that he will 
not be opening the club as usual that Saturday night. Instead, he is setting it up for Xixi’s 
private view. Lucrezia is livid.  
Xixi is cold and, on occasion, downright rude. If it wasn’t for her artwork I would 
scarcely have stopped to say hello. But there are her drawings, which I love.  
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Xixi works in charcoal and ink. The exhibition is a series of illustrations. They have 
titles like: ‘A Lamb’, ‘A Wild Cat’, ‘A Pine Marten’, ‘A Badger Cub’, ‘An Adder’. While, on 
first glance, they might seem to be for children, they are rendered in such detail that they 
acquire a disturbing quality. Like a work of taxidermy, or a beautiful fur stole, there is a 
cruelty to their composition. My favourite is ‘Roe Fawn’. The deer is positioned lying 
down, in the centre of the picture. Its neck and head are raised. Its tail bushes up a little at 
the end. Though at rest, it is clear that there is tension in the limbs. It is a creature ready 
to flee, waiting for a sign.  
What I love most is the eyes: wide and bright, they are kind but also terribly afraid.  
I go down to the club at night, just to look at it. I start to draw it myself. After just a 
few days, I have multiple copies by my own hand. I sleep late. There are dreams, the likes 
of which I have never before experienced. I lay motionless and over my body crawl paper 
cut-out fawns, grazing the surface of my skin with claws I can’t quite feel. While other 
girls my age are dreaming of boys, I dream of lions, bears and swans, forcing me to the 
floor, threatening mysterious pleasures. When I wake, I am immediately alert, faintly 
sweating, with the same feverish glow I remember from my days of being sick as a child. 
Xixi poses a problem to Lucrezia. After the private view is over, Xixi and my father 
stay down in the club, late into the night. The next morning, Lucrezia has words. She is 
quiet about this, and careful that Xixi does not see. To admit weakness in front of a com-
petitor is not Lucrezia’s style. I never learn precisely what is said. A careful threat is what 
I imagine. It proves effective. Within a day or two, Xixi is gone. The club reopens as a reg-
ular club. There is no more art. Xixi is not mentioned again. The dreams cease. 
❧ 
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I am seventeen years old. It is late afternoon. My father is out. I have not seen him for 
several weeks. The last time he was home, he and Lucrezia were fighting, but not shouting 
like they did once, just talking in tired voices and sliding chairs around the kitchen floor 
as they stood up and sat down and stood up again. Lucrezia has reason to believe that he 
will be back soon, though I don’t know how she has obtained this information. Before he 
arrives at the club, she wants to take me out for a drink. 
‘I want you to know what it’s like to get drunk,’ she says.  
‘I’ve had alcohol before,’ I say. 
‘I know, but you’ve never been drunk.’ 
‘I have, you know I have,’ I say. 
‘No. You’ve been too drunk. You’ve been paralytic. It’s not the same. You have to 
learn to be drunk.’ 
‘OK,’ I say. ‘How do I do that?’ 
She talks to me for a while about the diverse effects of different kinds of drink. Wine 
makes you sleepy. Beer makes you full. Vodka makes you think you’re not drunk until it’s 
already too late. Gin can make you sad, but is otherwise an excellent choice. Cocktails 
should never be too sweet. Negronis and Martinis are smart. They also send the right 
message: class. Woowoos, Mudslides and Long Island Ice Teas are bad news. 
‘Do we sell them at the club?’ I ask. 
‘Of course we do. Everyone loves them,’ she says. 
She orders two Negronis. She tells me only to drink when she drinks. She orders 
some olives. We talk. I sip when she sips. I laugh when she laughs. 
The next day, I go to see George. I take bottles of gin, Martini Rosso and Campari 
from the club’s stock room. It is only five o’clock but completely dark and the air is thick 
with rush-hour fumes and the cigarettes of pedestrians. I have stowed the alcohol in a 
black leather drawstring bag that I wear nonchalantly over my shoulder. The weight of it 
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makes it harder to walk in Lucrezia’s high-heeled boots. When I get to George’s, we sit by 
the electric heater in her room which she knows she is not supposed to use until it is De-
cember, but her mother is out with a man, which is causing George to communicate more 
angrily than usual. We mix our Negronis in tumblers and sit in companionable silence 
with the heat on our backs. George drinks her first glass in one gulp, slamming the tum-
bler down on the floor as she has seen angst-ridden people do on television programmes 
and in the movies. When the carpet absorbs the shock and there is no satisfying crack to 
complete the movement, she is disappointed.  
‘Shall I put on some music?’ I say. 
I find a record that I know from the club, one my father likes to put on at the end of 
the night, while the staff wipe the tables and polish the glassware. I put an arm around 
her, half expecting her to shake me off, but instead she holds my hand and pulls it down 
to rest a fraction above her breasts. The warmth of her fuzzes in my palm.  
❧ 
I am eighteen years old when Lucrezia leaves in the night. There are small clues indicating 
her departure -- missing hairbrushes in the bathroom, only almost-empty perfume bottles 
remaining -- but nothing so clear as to enable me to see the truth of the situation. It is a 
couple of days before I run into my father, by which time I have already understood. We 
do not talk about it. Her name is not mentioned. He is no different and suffers no disrup-
tion to his usual routines. He does not drink or take drugs to greater or lesser excess. As 
such, I start to believe that he is immune to emotional responses. Perhaps Lucrezia lasted 
longer than the others, but, to him, she was still just one of many.  
It soon becomes apparent that I am expected to take over from Lucrezia in terms of 
the club. I become a full-time bar manager. I do the ordering and the accounts. I write 
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staff rotas and arrange private parties; I book DJs and live music acts. I stand at the top of 
the stairs looking down on the dance floor, wearing one of the three dresses that Lucrezia 
left behind. 
My father begins to see me in a different light. I have his respect, and something else 
that I cannot place. He becomes more affectionate. One night, he kisses me on the neck 
while I am doing the washing up. Once, in the early hours of the morning, when I am 
coming to bed after a particularly busy night, he comes into my room with a glass of water 
and sits by my head, like he did, on occasion, when I was sick as a child.  
❧ 
I am nineteen years old when I tell him I no longer want to manage the club. He is furi-
ous. He pins me to the door. I grab the nearest thing — a frying pan — and hit his head 
with all the force I have. I knew, long before he did, what he would have gone on to do. 
While my father is reeling, I pack a bag. By the end of the week, I have moved in with 
George. 
It takes me a long time to be able to talk about Lucrezia because, in her absence, I 
have become her. Not just in terms of the club. Away from my father, I am more like Lu-
crezia than ever before. In the evenings, George’s mother makes macaroni cheese, fried 
chicken, sausages and mash, and I eat these dinners as though they are the haute cuisine 
Lucrezia brought back in boxes from her business suppers. I hold my cutlery as if it were 
light as air; I break up food into tiny morsels; I chew slowly; I never, ever clear my plate. 
Another thing: I have stolen her laugh. Nothing is genuinely funny to me anymore so 
when I see it is required of me to laugh I throw back my head and let the mature sound of 
my cackle shake through my shoulders. I pin up my hair and wear dark coloured lipstick. 
There are blisters on my feet from wearing her shoes. The only major difference is that 
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Lucrezia liked to wear colour. Coloured skirts, print shirts, bright makeup, coloured 
tights, clashing shoes. She was always expertly put together -- nobody could mix prints 
and palates like she could. In contrast, I dress only in black. In part, this is because it was 
mostly black clothing that she left behind, but there is also something about black that 
makes me feel safe, like I can’t go wrong. 
❧ 
I am twenty. I get a job at a PR firm called ‘Pure’. After a few months, I move out of 
George’s mother’s place and into an apartment that I share with the new intern, which is 
paid for, largely, by her financial-advisor father.  
When I see George, we air kiss and drink cocktails in cafés. That is: she drinks cock-
tails; I have moved a step ahead and drink vodka, neat, over ice. We are going through a 
phase of pretending not to be particularly interested in each others’ lives. We are noncha-
lant about everything, especially the future. We do not know, at this point, the dangers of 
this. Eventually we will claw back some enthusiasm for our own lives but the enthusiasm 
we once shared for each other will be much harder to recover.  
I am too busy being nonchalant to tell George how much I wish I could know if Lu-
crezia had ever tried to call me. Now that I am no longer living with my father, there is no 
way for her to reach me. But perhaps that’s for the best. She didn’t leave a note, after all. I 





I see Lucrezia again only once before I leave Edinburgh for good. She is coming out of the 
revolving doors at the bottom of 36 St Andrew’s Square -- one of the large financial build-
ings in close proximity to the PR firm. A cab pulls up right away and she clambers in. I 
have just enough time to make an inventory of her accoutrements: large diamond ear-
rings, long fur coat, tweed trousers, red heels. As she opens the cab door I think I see a 
wedding ring on her hand, but there is not sufficient time to know for sure whether it is 
the right finger or the right kind of ring. Lucrezia does not look up. She does not see me.  
I leave Pure when someone asks me to be a model in an advert for perfume: I am tall 
and slightly strange-looking in the way that, for a time, is deemed desirable. My eyes sit 
too far apart. From Lucrezia, I have inherited the art of inciting a sense of aspiration in 
others. Everyone wants to know where I am from. Such olive skin, such fair hair. I tell 
them I am half-Portuguese and this seems to be sufficient explanation. Modelling takes 
me to London, as I had hoped.  
❧ 
I am twenty-two years old, living in Soho, and there is a knock at the door. It is my father. 
He has come without warning. Without knowing what might be the right or the wrong 
thing to do, without even knowing what it is that I want to do, I invite him in. 
‘What are you doing here?’ I say. ‘You might have called.’ 
‘I didn’t know if you’d want to see me,’ he says. 
‘Do you want to see me?’ I say. 
He says: ‘I thought I should come.’ 
I can see in his face that he knows how pathetic this sounds. He is ashamed, but not 
of the past. And I am ashamed on his behalf. The shame is cancelling out his charisma, 
which was all he had left to redeem him. What he cannot realise is that his charm — that 
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brilliant facade — is, in fact, the only excuse that I have for him. In the end, the perfor-
mance is the one palatable thing he has to offer. Yet here he is trying to be genuine. 
I ask all the questions.  
I learn that he has moved to Glasgow where he lives with a new wife, twenty years 
his junior, and her two young children. He runs a shop selling second-hand records. The 
teenagers love it, he says. 
When I feel that we have exchanged sufficient information, I ask him the one thing 
of importance. 
‘Have you seen Lucrezia?’ I say.  
He looks surprised. It has never occurred to him that for me Lucrezia was not a 
temporary fixture; that while the two of them were only playing at family life, they were 
my family. 
‘No,’ he says. ‘I’ve no idea where she is.’ 
When he leaves, I tell him not to come back. He nods. I think he is relieved. 
❧ 
The next morning, I am called in for a shoot at a disused warehouse with a large spiral 
staircase. The photographer stands at the bottom of the stairs while I am at the top. I am 
instructed to walk down the stairs as slowly as I can without wobbling. I have been told to 
‘think regal and etherial’. I think: Lucrezia. I remember, with precision, the way she held 
her arms, the exact positioning of her neck, the movement in her hips as she walked. It all 
comes together. It was not for nothing, I think, and I am so happy in that moment. I 
spend the rest of the afternoon sitting in a café. I pretend to be reading magazines but re-
ally I am watching, deciding who I do and don’t like and what it is that makes the differ-
ence. 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VI. Upon Leaving 
Before we left I felt terrible; I locked the front door up tight and tossed the key down 
the sewer. It wouldn’t do to have some poor devil decide to go in and rob the house at 
that hour and with the house taken over. 
 Julio Cortázar, ‘House Taken Over’, translated by Paul Blackburn 
UPON LEAVING, THERE was no obvious direction for us to take so we agreed that we 
would simply move forwards, into the space we found ourselves facing. We would con-
tinue in this direction until a sign of some kind might present itself, encouraging us to 
take another course as a result of opportunity or necessity. Our greatest hope was not 
to find a new home but rather to shake off the terrible black thing that had driven us 
away from the house we had loved. Our greatest fear was that, in some form or anoth-
er, no matter how far or how fast we could travel, the blackness would follow wherever 
we went.  
 The first part of the journey led us away from the small settlement with which we 
had lost all acquaintance since the passing of our aunt. This lack of attachment to the 
place, now that the house itself had been completely taken over, made it easier to 
plunge directly into the unknown. For five days we walked from the hours of eight o’cl-
ock in the morning until eight o’clock in the evening, eating only the small reserve of 
cake that Irene had managed to rescue from the kitchen and sipping from our flasks of 
water. At first, there was a satisfying sense of adventure brought on by a belief that the 
future had to be better than the present. After a hard day’s walking, we were tired and 
found it easy enough to rest beneath a shelter of trees and blankets by the side of the 
road. I became adept at making small fires, the light of which was enough for Irene to 
do a little of her knitting before sleep. On the other side of this brief period, however, a 
sense of a different future began to encroach. In short, we were anxious.  At the next 
settlement we found, we would seek a more solid kind of refuge.  
 152
  Irene and I did not have to walk very far before coming across a sign, pointing, 
indeed, in the very direction in which we were travelling. I saw immediately that Irene 
was relieved and understood that she was more tired than I had anticipated or, rather, 
that there were different kinds of tiredness taking their effects upon her. Onwards we 
walked and the road widened and became more solid. The dirt track upon which we had 
set out was now paved with creamy stone. Within no more than a couple of hours we 
had reached another sign, larger than the first, wooden with bright white lettering, wel-
coming us to Aldea Media.   
  The houses were unlike those to which we were used, being rather squat and 
fashioned from the same cream stone as the road. Barely any of them had a second 
storey, though several had turned their roofs into attic spaces with wide square sky-
lights forcing a gap in the uniform slate tiles.  
  Along the main street of the village were several shops, then a small hotel. We had 
very little money but we decided to go in to enquire about the opportunities for work 
and to see if we could afford a decent meal. Even the hotel was a kind of bungalow, 
sprawling like a row of stables round the edges of a farm. Inside, it was sparsely fur-
nished but the colours were rich: a dark red paper on the walls, blue velvet curtains and 
matching upholstery.  
  The woman at the desk was small with a blonde bob and round glasses. 
  ‘No work here,’ she said. ‘But do stay for dinner, we have an excellent chef.’ 
 Irene and I looked at the prices and decided it would be worth it to fill our stomachs 
for the first time in several days. A concierge led us through to a table in the dining 
room. 
  We were sitting at the table, waiting to order, discussing how to  put the precise 
nature of our plight into words, wondering to whom it should be addressed, when a 
man sitting at a table next to ours interrupted our conversation.  
  ‘I couldn’t help overhear,’ he said, ‘but I think I may be able to advise, indeed, help 
you on two counts.’ 
  Irene and I must have seemed either terribly stupid or terribly rude as we looked at 
the man without knowing how to respond. 
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  ‘Let me explain,’ he said. ‘My wife and I have plenty of space. And I feel I may 
speak for us both when I say that we would be delighted to have you stay with us for a 
while.’ 
  ‘That’s terribly kind of you,’ I said. 
  ‘It would be our pleasure.’ 
  ‘Thank you,’ said Irene quietly, tears forming in her eyes. 
  ‘Not at all,’ said Hector. ‘Then we are agreed. The second thing on which I may 
extend a little expertise,’ said the man, ‘is that you should both order the fish, which, in 
this part of the country, is very good.’ 
  Irene and I ordered the fish. As we waited for our food to arrive, the man intro-
duced himself as Hector Rivas Aguilar, senior associate of an insurance firm in the cen-
tre of the town — it was a town, after all, expanding west, towards the river. There 
were no children in his marriage, but that didn’t matter. Insurance was his baby, he 
said. Hector sat with us while we ate and then walked us to his home, which was a little 
further down the road and on the bank of a wide river. 
  When we arrived at his home -- a modest little house, only a fraction of the size of 
the place we had once occupied, but fifty times more colourful -- his wife came to meet 
us in the hallway. She was warm and talkative, exuberant even, taking us both by the 
hand and leading us into the living room, which was a small room with too much furni-
ture and brightly-coloured, abstract pictures hanging on every available surface of 
every wall.  
  He introduced his wife simply as Daf. She was tiny, barely five foot tall, and im-
mediately taken with Irene, whose graceful build and stature she admired enormously. 
Hector was not a tall man himself, but standing next to Daf he became much bigger, 
and she even smaller, and, for the first couple of hours, I was entranced by the way 
they appeared to grow and shrink depending on how close to one another they were 
standing at the time. Then, Daf took Irene and I to see the room that would be our bed-
room. It was painted bright yellow, with a low ceiling and two single beds, covered in 
thick bedspreads, also yellow.  
  ‘This is my favourite room in the house,’ she announced with pride. 
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 She asked if there was anything she could get us before we retired and Irene said that 
she was not yet sleepy and perhaps she would knit for a while. At this Daf exclaimed 
that she had always wished to knit and might she watch Irene at work? Irene agreed 
and they returned to the living room, Irene to knit and Daf to watch. 
  I pulled back the covers from one of the beds and went to look for the bathroom. 
Before I found it, I stumbled upon a room that I understood to be the master bedroom. 
A large double bed stood in the centre of the room, with sheets and blankets, all brown, 
in disarray. Unlike the bright yellow room in which Irene and I were to sleep, the walls 
were not painted any colour at all, the grey plaster left rough and bare. The floor, too, 
was unadorned, and there were no pictures nor furnishings to speak of, not so much as 
a window.  
  As was my habit, while brushing my teeth, I left the bathroom door open at first. 
For many years, I had been frightened to leave Irene on the far side of a closed door 
lest the blackness encroach further in my absence. But here, I realised, I was free to 
wash at my leisure without cause for concern. Irene was occupied with her knitting, in 
safety and in the company of a new friend. I closed the door and locked it and felt, in 
that instance, an incredible sense of peace.  
  When Irene came to bed, I was still awake, leafing through a nature book I had 
found on the bedside table, with illustrations and descriptions of the plant life local to 
Aldea Media.  
  ‘Did you know,’ said Irene, ‘that Daf sometimes sleeps in the kitchen?’ 
 I remembered the bare bedroom next door, the unmade bed, the rude walls, the 
absence of light. 
  ‘Do you know why?’ I said. 
  ‘She said the ceiling in their bedroom is too low, that it causes her unbearable 
physical pain.’ 
  
The next day, we woke up and went into the kitchen. There were no signs of Daf having 
slept there, but she was already up, standing by the sink, pulling pieces of grass and 
straw out of her hair.  
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  ‘I slept outside!’ she said. ‘Isn’t that the most marvellous thing you’ve ever heard?’ 
  Irene made a comment about how ironic it was that, just as we were so glad to find 
ourselves with a roof above our heads, Daf was so happy to have slept outside, but Daf 
did not appear to hear this. Rather, she went on to describe the precise texture of the 
earth, the sensation of the air on her skin and the many gradations of black and blue 
that made up the night sky. After breakfast, Irene agreed to teach Daf how to knit. They 
arranged that they would do a simple scarf first, then socks, then a jumper, then a large 
and elaborate blanket.  I said that I wanted to go out to look for work and Daf said that 
she would walk me to the main part of the village where she would be able to buy some 
wool in beautiful colours.  
  ‘I don’t mean to be rude,’ I said, ‘but did your husband not get concerned about 
your sleeping out of doors?’ 
  ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘he doesn’t mind what I like to do, he’s never here. Besides, my 
mother was from Europe and she belonged to the Yeniche so what I like and don’t like 
to do is apt to change quite quickly. I am allergic to habit,’ she said. 
  ‘Our great-great-aunt was a nomad,’ I said, ‘with one of the few remaining tribes,’ 
and Daf gave me a look that made me feel that all of a sudden we were on the way to 
becoming great friends.  
  After a couple of days of making enquiries at various establishments in town, I 
found work at a fishmongers, fish being Aldea Medea’s steadiest trade. Every morning, 
I went out to work. Some days, Irene and Daf walked with me and visited the haber-
dashery to buy more wool in the most beautiful colours. Irene could not get over how 
many. In general, we saw very little of Hector. And every morning, when we got out of 
our beds, no matter how early, Daf would already be awake with some new revelation 
to report.  
  ‘Last night, I didn’t even sleep! I made four different kinds of fish soup.’ ‘Last 
night, I walked from one side of the village to the other in total darkness. It was as 
though I were the first person to see it as it really is! Before it’s put its make-up on!’  
  ‘Last night, I tried to go to bed, but the unbearable physical pain returned, so I 
practised my knitting on the new blue wool. I think the blue is my favourite. No, the 
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pink. No, the orange. They are all my favourite! Irene is my favourite!’ After each 
statement, which had, by now, become a part of our routine, Irene embraced Daf and 
they sat down to tea. I would look at them before leaving to go to the fish shop and 
think how wonderful it was for Irene to have found a friend for whom she could pro-
vide such comfort and love. 
  Together, Daf and Irene knitted many wonderful things. There were jumpers for 
Hector and myself — light ones for summer and thicker ones for the colder months, 
plus several pairs of socks and a scarf for each of us. What was more, between working 
on the various items of clothing, they were knitting a kind of tapestry — rather sophis-
ticated in terms of colour and style — that would serve to decorate the bare bedroom 
next to ours. I wondered if, once it was completed, Daf would feel more inclined to 
sleep there. However, it was only half way to being finished when things went wrong.  
  One day, when we got up and went into the kitchen, Daf wasn’t there. We looked 
all over the house and the garden but she was nowhere. Against my better judgement, I 
left Irene alone in the house while I went, late, to work. When I returned, Hector was 
sitting in the living room. Neither Irene nor Daf could be seen or heard.  
  ‘Where is Irene?’ I said. 
  ‘In the bedroom,’ said Hector. 
  ‘Where is Daf?’ I said. 
  ‘In her bedroom,’ said Hector. 
 So I went into the bedroom to talk to Irene.  
  ‘She’s been crying all day,’ said Irene. ‘She finally managed to fall asleep in her 
bedroom and now she won’t come out. She has been crying all day and she is in un-
bearable physical pain.’ 
  ‘Let me talk to Hector,’ I said.  
    
When I went back into the living room, Hector was in a fury. He was pulling down all 
the pictures from the walls. ‘This is all your fault,’ he said. ‘You and your manipulative 
sister. Everything was fine before you came. Daf was fine and now she is not fine. She 
is ruined. It is all your fault.’  
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  ‘I don’t understand,’ I said. 
  ‘She’s going mad, can’t you see?’ 
  ‘I simply thought she was a little eccentric,’ I said. ‘She seemed perfectly fine 
until today. Irene would have said something.’ 
  ‘Perfectly fine! Ha! It’s time for you to leave,’ Hector said. 
  ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, but Hector turned away. 
Irene and I packed up what few possessions we had brought with us. Irene wrote Daf a 
letter, which she pushed under the door of the unpainted bedroom. 
  She said: ‘Read it, please read it, Daf, and please come out,’ and then ‘goodbye’. 
  
As before, we walked in one direction -- forwards -- this time, with a little more money 
and a little less hope, wondering how far and for how long the terrible black thing 
would follow. 
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VII. The Professor 
SMOKE WAS TWISTING its way into Ruth’s dream, making her sister’s face, which had been 
floating in and out of focus, cloud over. There was the sound of coughing and Ruth was 
trying to speak, to ask her sister if she was all right, when she woke up and understood  
that the coughing she had heard was, in fact, her own. The dream vanished and Ruth ran 
to the bedroom window and saw that the apartment block on the other side of the street 
was ablaze. Clouds of dark smoke rose up from it, the glow of the fire still bright within. 
Behind frames of shattered glass, large wooden beams glimmered and fell and ceilings 
appeared to melt. Ruth blinked. She thought about opening the window but didn’t. 
There was a knock at the door. Ruth ran to answer it. Before she could say hello, a 
fireman was telling her to leave. 
It was the end of November and already near freezing. Ruth pulled her coat from the 
row of hooks in the narrow hallway. She only just remembered to pocket her key before 
following the fireman out onto the landing. She pointed at the professor’s door, which 
stood directly opposite the door to her sister’s apartment, and the fireman told her that 
the old lady was already outside.  
At the third floor, the fireman said: 
‘Lucky it was no longer lived in.’  
Ruth did not know how long he had been talking to her. She learned that, though the 
fire had been ferocious, they had managed to control it and it had not spread to any of the 
adjoining buildings, but that the whole street was being evacuated on account of the dan-
gerous smoke.  
‘How did it happen?’ asked Ruth, as they reached the ground floor.  
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 ‘I just told you,’ said the fireman, walking out onto the street and ushering her 
towards a large group of evacuees from her apartment block. He went to join his col-
leagues at the gates of the burning building.  
Ruth was taken to the designated safety area a couple of blocks down the road. She 
was given a blanket and offered tea in a paper cup, which she refused. From here, she 
could still see the roof on fire. Looking up, there was the strange sensation of cold air and 
hot smoke against her face. Flashes of orange light tore up the night sky. On the roof of 
one of the adjoining buildings, a little above the worst of the smoke, a row of firemen 
stood like toy soldiers on top of a child’s wardrobe. 
Residents spilled out into the street from all directions: a dishevelled, sleep-soaked 
muddle. Shaking off slumber and shuffling to safety, blankets wrapped around their py-
jamas, they were regrouping into tight family circles or wider bands of friends. Among 
them were a few faces Ruth recognised, but there was no one she knew. She had only been 
living in the flat for a couple of weeks, looking after it while her sister was away.  
This was Ruth’s first time living alone. Helen had gone travelling for three months 
just as Ruth was graduating and their parents suggested that Ruth take over the Brooklyn 
apartment and look for a job. It was a sensible move but Ruth had never been very good 
at making friends. It would have been one thing to move into a shared house but to move 
just like that – with no job and no sister – was something for which she had not been en-
tirely prepared. And now this: she was standing alone among a crowd of anxious, ex-
hausted people, with Helen’s face still following her, a hangover from the dream.  
Ruth looked about and saw the professor standing a careful distance from everyone 
else. Unlike Ruth, she appeared to be perfectly content being alone, her arms folded in 
front of her and her body angled away from the crowd to indicate that she did not wish to 
be approached. She wore a long tweed coat, and thick and clumsy-looking bed socks 
bunched over the sides of her heavy brown boots. Ruth watched as she drew a pack of cig-
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arettes from one pocket and a bright metal lighter from another. As she lit up, her eyes 
met Ruth’s, just for a moment, and she nodded. Ruth nodded back but turned away, not 
wishing to intrude on the professor’s solitude.  
Since Ruth moved in, they had met on the shared landing several times, never ex-
changing more than a few simple words, though Ruth had always tried to initiate a con-
versation. As much as she was nervous, even shy, in the company of her peers, Ruth en-
joyed the company of old people. It had never been a chore to her to visit her grandpar-
ents, as it had been for her other siblings. Ruth loved to listen to them talk and to feel re-
assured by the solidity of their opinions. They knew what they liked. Others found this ob-
stinate, but for Ruth it was a source of great comfort. 
Ruth was offered another cup of tea, and this time she accepted. She drank half and 
let the rest go cold. Someone took the cup from her hands and replaced it with a fresh 
one. It was only when the fire had been reduced to smouldering ashes that they were al-
lowed back to their end of the street and into their building.  
When Ruth reached her sister’s flat on the sixth floor, she found the professor lin-
gering on the landing. 
‘Are you all right?’ said Ruth. ‘Do you have your key?’ 
‘Yes,’ said the professor, ‘But I was wondering, would you come in for drink? I 
thought you might be shaken up.’ 
‘Thank you,’ said Ruth, ‘Yes,’ and she followed the professor through the door.  
The professor’s flat was modestly decorated, the most elaborate item an ornate writ-
ing desk by the window. On it stood a large, pale-blue typewriter and a three-tiered letter-
holder laden with envelopes and postcards. The professor indicated that Ruth should sit 
in one of two high-backed arm-chairs in the middle of the room. She walked over to the 
kitchen and returned with two large cut-glass tumblers, half-filled with whisky. The 
smallest mouthful warmed her all the way through. The professor sat down in the other 
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chair, holding her tumbler firmly with two hands. Ruth saw that her shoulders were 
trembling. 
‘Are you cold?’ she said.  
‘A little,’ said the professor. ‘Perhaps you can fetch me a blanket from over there.’ 
The professor pointed to a large chest on the far side of the room. Ruth put down her 
drink and went to get the blanket. She was surprised when the professor leant forwards to 
let Ruth drape it over her shoulders.  
The professor said nothing so they sat in silence a while, sipping their drinks. Ruth 
was taking it slowly but the professor drank quickly and soon got up to pour herself a sec-
ond. When she sat down again she was holding a book. She held it out towards Ruth.  
‘Would you read it to me?’ she said.  
‘Of course,’ said Ruth, and reached over to take the book from her hand. 
Ruth looked at the book more closely: a slim volume, barely a novella, with a pretty 
orange cover and gold lettering.  
She began to read. After the first ten pages, the professor closed her eyes and fell 
asleep. For a while, Ruth was not sure whether she was really asleep, or just dozing, so she 
carried on until she was approximately halfway through.  
Before leaving, Ruth took the second blanket and spread it over the professor, tuck-
ing it in gently behind her knees as she had done when her grandparents were very old. 
She let herself out, making sure that the latch was down. It was not until she was back in 
her own apartment that Ruth realised she had brought the book in with her.  
Invigorated by the events of the night, Ruth found that she was not in the least in-
clined to sleep, so she sat in bed and read to the end of the book. It was a strange and 
winding tale, foreboding and ominous. Ruth felt sure that the story would end badly; so 
sure, in fact, that when she reached the last page she was surprised and heartened to find 
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that everything turned out quite well. She could not explain why, but the fact that the 
book had such a pleasing ending only increased her fondness for the professor.  
In the morning, she knocked on the professor’s door but there was no answer. Ruth 
went back to her flat and made a cup of coffee. Half an hour later, she tried again, but 
there was still no reply. She decided she would slip a note under the door. 
She took some nice paper and a black pen from Helen’s desk and in the neatest 
handwriting she could manage —she had a sense that the professor would appreciate 
neatness — she wrote a note informing her that the little book was safe in her possession 
and that she would keep it until such a time as might be convenient for the professor to 
pick it up. She slipped the note under the door and went on with her day. 
Weeks passed and the professor made no response. Ruth got into the habit of listen-
ing for the professor’s footsteps on the landing, but she never managed to catch her going 
in or out. From time to time, Ruth would hear the shuffling of furniture or the clatter of 
crockery coming from the apartment across the landing. On these occasions, she would 
scuttle across and knock on the professor’s door, but there was never any answer. 
When Helen returned, Ruth told her about the fire and the professor and the book, 
but she could not quite describe the need she felt to see the professor once again, to re-
turn the book in person. As Ruth had packed up her things, she placed the little orange 
book in her satchel several times, but each time she took it out again.  
Carrying her luggage out onto the landing, Ruth kept hoping that the professor 
would be roused by the noise and open her door, but nothing happened. Ruth and Helen 
carried her belongings down to the taxi that was waiting outside. Helen stepped forward 
to give Ruth a hug, when Ruth said: 
‘I think I’ve forgotten something.’ 
Helen handed her the key and Ruth ran back inside. At the professor’s door, Ruth 
stood and knocked for the very last time. She was sure that she heard footsteps inside but 
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RUBY SPAN, AROUND and around, in a tomato-red coat and yellow wellies and with her 
arms outstretched, like a brightly painted spinning top. She was humming; buzzing like a 
bee, or a dragonfly, at times almost breaking into song. Ellen stood near her sister, watch-
ing. Ellen was older, too old for this kind of thing. She had always been too old to be much 
of a child, but Ruby — Ruby was a whirlwind. 
Ruby kept on spinning and began to flap her arms up and down, like some kind of 
magical bird.  
‘Fly!’ she said, spinning faster. 
‘Fly where?’ said Ellen. 
‘I don’t care!’ Ruby squealed. ‘I don’t care!’ 
❧ 
Sophie locked the car and they walked together to the parking attendant. She hadn’t 
wanted to leave them in the car alone, even for a minute. She took her responsibilities 
very seriously. They frightened and exhilarated her at once.  
It was two o’clock. Sophie paid for four hours, though they would only need three; 
they would leave at five, for them to eat at five thirty, which would leave enough time for 
stories, teeth brushing and bedtime hair-plaiting, before Victoria came home. The atten-
dant gave her a map and a voucher for ice-cream. He pointed at a drab little stall by the 
entrance gate, a picture of a strawberry cone on the side. ‘Shuts at five,’ he said. 
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‘I want chocolate. Will he have chocolate?’ Ellen asked the attendant, looking up at 
him and squinting, one eye closed. 
‘Should do,’ he said, more friendly. ‘What about you?’ He was looking at Ruby. 
‘I’ll have vanilla with dolly mixtures’ said Ruby. ‘That’s my favourite.’ 
‘Very particular,’ said the attendant, looking at Sophie, who smiled and led them 
back to the car.  
‘Remember you’re on the south side,’ he called after them. Then he said something 
else, more quietly, that might have been ‘which is never on the north,’ or ‘which is ever on 
and off,’ or ‘witches live in the north’, none of which made any sense. 
  
 ❧ 
Middle afternoon. The shadows of tree spines were lengthening and bright squares of 
warm light flashed across the girls’ heads and shoulders where the sun was breaking 
through the branches. Sophie had come here with her father, before he left and before he 
died, which were different things, different in ways that Sophie was still untangling. But 
she remembered her father with a map and a compass and the pleasure he took in navi-
gating his way around what, Sophie now saw, was a clearly sign-posted trail. She under-
stood: it was the sense of adventure, of doing it for yourself. That said, the forest wasn’t 
quite as she remembered it. There was a cycling trail marked in yellow, along which fami-
lies trundled; little ones with stabilisers, the littlest ones in baby seats, asleep. There were 
joggers in neon jackets. People with prams.  
The trail was a two-hour walk, but Sophie only wanted to do part of it, in case the 
girls got tired or hungry. She wasn’t sure if this was the kind of thing they liked. Sophie 
looked at the map. The trails on the paper didn’t appear to match the directions indicated 
on the signpost beside them. Sophie had thought there was a compass on her phone but 
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she couldn’t find it, and anyway there was no signal. Would the compass work without 
signal? Did it matter when there were so many people? So many signposts?  
‘Well, we can go this way, or this way,’ she said to the girls, immediately regretting 
giving them the choice.  
‘This way!’ Ruby said, pointing towards a gap in the trees, away from the marked 
route. 
‘Is that all right with you, Ellen?’ 
‘Why that way, Ruby?’ said Ellen. 
‘I saw a squirrel.’  
‘You did not.’ 
‘I did too.’ 
‘So shall we go this way?’ said Sophie. 
‘Yes, this way,’ said Ellen. 
They left the path. 
❧ 
  
They had reached a clearing when Ruby ran to Sophie’s side and pulled on the cuff of her 
coat sleeve.   
‘Can we draw?’ said Ruby. 
‘You hate drawing,’ said Ellen, hanging back. 
‘I do not. Actually,’ — she pronounced this very slowly, ack-chew-alley — ‘I used to 
hate drawing. Now I really like it. A lot.’ 
Ellen rolled her eyes and looked at Sophie.  
‘Did you pack the things, Ellen?’ said Sophie. 
Ellen nodded. 
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Sophie slid the backpack off her shoulders and the girls dived in, foraging for paper 
and pens, pulling out juice cartons, bananas, a variety of match-box-sized snacks. 
‘I was sure you didn’t like drawing,’ Ellen muttered. ‘You didn’t like it yesterday.’ 
Ruby said nothing. 
They took a sketchpad each and Sophie held up the colouring pencils in a fist and 
told them to choose. 
‘The green isn’t green enough,’ said Ruby, looking at the trees. ‘You need a green 
that’s green like a nemeral.’ 
‘A nemeral?’ said Sophie. 
‘Like a ruby, but green,’ said Ruby. 
‘I’ll take the green one,’ said Ellen. 
‘What do you want, Ruby?’ said Sophie. 
‘I don’t care!’ said Ruby, then, solemnly, ‘Black, please.’ 
The two girls crouched on the forest floor with the sketchpads on their knees. A 
cloud drifted over the sun. Looking about her, she saw the forest was not so tame. Above 
them were tangled branches. Sophie focussed on the blackest thing she could find.  
Eventually, she took another sketchpad from the rucksack, and a grey pencil crayon, 
and started to draw. Ellen looked up. 
‘Do you want the green, Sophie?’ 
‘I’m OK, thanks Ellen, but you’re kind to ask.’ 
That was the last thing anyone said for a time. They drew with the sounds of the for-
est around them — things crunching, rustling; an occasional squeak; perhaps, quite far 
away, the sound of water. Drawing made Sophie feel smaller. Not childlike exactly, but 
less important somehow.  
They drew until Ellen said that she absolutely could not crouch on the floor any 
longer. There was a cramp in her leg and she had to shake it out. 
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‘Are you finished, Ruby?’ said Ellen, hopping about and kicking the air. 
Ruby placed a final, exuberant stroke on her sketchpad. ‘Finished!’ she said. 
‘Let’s see.’  
Ellen examined the drawing carefully and remarked that Ruby’s leaves were very 
nicely drawn, if a little too large. Then she pointed to a squiggly form at the bottom of the 
page. It was mostly knots and spirals but there were also eyes and the possibility of a tail. 
‘What’s that?’ said Ellen. 
‘A squirrel,’ said Ruby. 
‘You never saw a squirrel. You would’ve said.’ 
‘I made it up!’ said Ruby. ‘Made up squirrel.’ 
Sophie walked over to look.  
‘Nice squirrel,’ she said. Ruby did a little squirrel dance, hopping and waving her 
drawing around in the air. 
The girls handed their drawing materials to Sophie, who packed them away in the 
rucksack and gave them each a carton of juice. They sucked noisily through their straws 
as they walked. 
‘Mum makes us sit down to drink,’ said Ellen, and Sophie wondered if she had bro-
ken some grievous rule, if they were in danger of choking, or of spilling juice on their new, 
clean coats. 
After a few paces, beneath a small patch of light, Sophie heard her phone bleep. She 
took it out of her pocket but her hands were cold, far colder than she had thought, and the 
phone slipped to the forest floor, hitting rock not earth. It made a hard, loud noise and 
skidded away. Before Sophie could move, Ellen skipped over and picked it up, cupping it 
anxiously in two hands, as though it were sand or water.  
‘It’s cracked,’ she said, holding it up for Sophie to see. Sophie took the phone from 
Ellen and their eyes met. Ellen looked frightened, as though she might cry. Sophie took 
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the phone in both hands, as Ellen had. Through the constellation of cracked glass, she 
read the message. It was from Victoria. Hope you’re all having a super time and they’re 
being good… Keep safe. 
Sophie liked Victoria, more than her mother did, although Victoria was her mother’s 
friend. Victoria was glamorous and colourful. She had a careless kind of confidence that 
Sophie admired. She did her face in public and could apply red lipstick without a mirror. 
Sophie’s mother was stricter, she laughed more quietly and only wore the kind of make up 
you couldn’t see. She said that Victoria was posh and occasionally used the word ‘preten-
tious’ which Sophie thought was unfair. But she knew that in high school her father had 
been Victoria’s friend, too, that perhaps there had been a fling, or a date, or a party, or 
something, and she knew better than to contradict her mother.  
But whatever her mother might say about Victoria, they were loyal to one another. 
When Sophie’s father had left — in the night, no note, not a phone call for weeks, until, 
one day, the announcement in the post that he had moved to Connecticut, USA, and that 
he was not coming back — Victoria had taken the two of them under her exuberant wing. 
She loved women, she said, and hated men, even hated her husband sometimes. Women, 
she said, were the creatures of god — or was it the devil?  Creatures of magic, witchery 
and mystic power.  
Then, when her father had died — hit by a drunk-driver while walking down the 
pavement — and Sophie and her mother were left to untangle the two different forms of 
abandonment they faced, Victoria had been there, too. At first, she cooked and cleaned, 
bringing Ellen and Ruby with her while she worked. Then, once the initial shock had 
passed, she helped Sophie’s mother to take her first trips out of the house. That was when 
Sophie began to babysit the girls. At first, she had been a little afraid of them and the re-
sponsibilities they brought, but they quickly won her over and she won them right back.  
And now there was love, between the five of them, in all directions. 
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❧ 
Sophie ran a finger along the crack splitting the screen. Ellen stood by her side. 
‘Ruby broke Papa’s phone, once. That was bad,’ she said. 




‘Here!’ said Ruby, from some trees, perhaps fifteen feet from where they stood. ‘I 
found a leaf-hill!’ 
‘A what?’ 
‘Where are you, Ruby? Where are you actually?’ said Ellen. Then to Sophie: ‘Look for 
her boots. They’re extremely yellow.’  
Ellen and Sophie crouched together, peering exaggeratedly through thickets of 
spindly, black trees looking for a flash of yellow rubber boot. Ellen spotted it first, and 
they ran, but the boots disappeared, and Ruby was screaming. 
Sophie and Ellen ran in the direction of yellow and reached the top of a steep slope. 
It went down some fifty feet, a sharp dip, like a sinkhole filled with leaves. At the bottom 
was Ruby, spinning, kicking leaves into the air around her, happy as pie. 
‘What are you doing down there?’ Sophie shouted.  
‘Just spinning.’ 
‘How did you get down?’ said Ellen. ‘It looks a long way.’ 
‘Sausage-roly-poly.’ 
‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ said Ellen, looking at Sophie. 
‘Can you get back up?’ Sophie shouted. 
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Ruby was still. She looked up at them, thinking hard. ‘I can’t get back up,’ she said in 
a serious voice. She looked at them. They looked at her. ‘I just can’t get back up,’ said 
Ruby, again. ‘Roly-poly doesn’t work that way round.’ She started to cry. 
‘It’s OK, Ruby,’ said Sophie. ‘I’ll come down.’  
‘What about me?’ said Ellen.  
‘You wait here. It’s steep,’ said Sophie. 
‘I’d rather come,’ said Ellen. ‘I don’t want to be left alone.’ 
‘Right then.’ Sophie took a deep breath. She would rather leave her at the top – there 
were so many slipping hazards – but now Ellen had said what she had said she felt it 
would be asking for trouble to do so. She crouched at the edge of the slope and placed her 
hands on the cold, leaf-covered ground. ‘It’s cold, but it’s not wet,’ she said to Ellen. They 
shuffled down the slope on their bottoms, leaves sticking to their hands, slipping when 
they lost their grip.  
‘We’re coming, Ruby, we’ll be there soon,’ Sophie said. Ruby was drying her eyes. 
She watched them come all the way down, standing very still. When they reached her, at 
the centre of the pit, they wrapped her up in a big hug. 
‘You’re so annoying,’ said Ellen, under her breath, and Ruby sobbed into her sister’s 
coat. When she dried her eyes, Ruby said: ‘Roly-poly was quicker,’ but then she was quiet.  
Sophie had a bad feeling about this. It had been much harder to get down than she 
had thought. She looked about to find the easiest way back up to the forest floor. It 
seemed perhaps the slope was not quite so steep on the far side, but it would take them a 
long way from the trail. 
‘My hand is hurting,’ said Ellen. 
Sophie looked but couldn’t see anything. Then a red patch formed across the squidgy 
bit of her palm.  
‘How does it hurt? Like a stinging-nettle hurts?’ said Sophie. 
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‘No, like a bruise hurts,’ said Ellen. ‘Achy.’ 
‘What if I touch it?’ Sophie brushed a fingertip along Ellen’s outstretched hand. 
Ellen flinched: ‘Hurts more!’ she said. As Sophie examined Ellen’s hand, the patch 
got redder and a rash formed. It was bumpy, spotted.  
‘You’re sure it wasn’t a nettle?’ Sophie said. 
‘It wasn’t a nettle,’ said Ellen. ‘It’s a different kind of hurt.’ 
Sophie looked in the bag to see what she had packed.  
‘Savlon?’ she said. 
Ellen shook her head. 
‘Plaster?’ 
Ellen shook her head again. 
‘How about some magic, then?’ said Sophie. 
Ellen grinned. Ruby wrapped her arms round Sophie’s leg.  
‘Follow me,’ she said to Ruby. ‘Do as I do.’ Sophie raised her arms above her head. 
Looking up, the forest was impossibly bright and impossibly dark all at once. Black leaves 
and pillars of late-afternoon sun. They waved their arms up and down several times, as 
though worshipping Ellen’s hand. Sophie twirled, Ruby twirled. 
‘Fly!’ said Ruby. They twirled faster. Sophie’s head began to hurt. She stood and 
turned to face Ellen. 
‘How’s that?’ she said, pointing to Ellen’s hand.  
Ellen smiled. ‘Better!’ 
‘Really?’ said Sophie. 
‘Not totally,’ said Ellen, ‘but better. 
Sophie looked at Ellen’s hand. It did indeed look better. Some of the redness had 
gone. A cloud drew overhead. The darkening sky reminded Sophie that they should think 
about getting back to the path. 
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‘I’m tired,’ said Ruby. 
‘I’m hungry,’ said Ellen. 
Sophie took a couple of packets of raisins and a chocolate bar from the rucksack and 
they shared out the goods. While the girls ate, Sophie explored their options. It was true 
that the slope was gentler on the far side, but parts of it were still steep and the ground 
was rockier: it would hurt them if they fell. She looked back at the way they had come. 
From this angle, it seemed impossible that they had made it down at all, and a miracle 
that Ruby had not been hurt, hit her head on something, twisted a wrist or an ankle. It 
was time to be serious, Sophie thought; time to stop pretending she was still a little girl. 
They made their way up the far side of the dip. It was hard work, dead leaves slip-
ping against the soles of their shoes, dry earth loosening. Every thirty-odd seconds Ruby 
sighed, loudly, to let everyone know what a hard time she was having. She puffed out her 
little red cheeks with the exertion and appeared to have forgotten that this was all her do-
ing. Ellen got on with it quietly, but Sophie could hear she was out of breath and Sophie, 
too, was finding the climb rather tricky. At one point, Ellen grazed a knuckle and asked 
Sophie to magic it better. 
‘When we get to the top,’ said Sophie, and Ellen looked up. 
‘But that’s ages away,’ Ellen said. ‘By then it will be dark.’ 
It was true that the light had dimmed, but Sophie thought it was just the clouds, or 
the thickening branches overhead. But perhaps Ellen was right. Sophie checked her 
phone. It was half past four. She tried to remember what time it had been getting dark re-
cently. Around six, she thought. Perhaps half past. Sophie tried to work out how long it 
would take to get back to the trail. She thought she knew which direction to take. 
When they were back at the level of the forest floor, all three breathing hard, Sophie 
realised that the other people that had seemed so annoying earlier — the cyclists, joggers 
and families — were no longer there.  
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❧ 
The fading light had the curious effect of making everything sharper; brighter, even, in its 
new definition. 
‘What are we doing now, Sophie?’ said Ruby. They had been walking for some time, 
in the direction Sophie had thought would lead them back to the trail, but they hadn’t 
found it. 
‘Well,’ said Sophie, playfully, ‘I just thought we could stay here, actually. Build a 
camp fire. Craft three swords out of wood and prepare to fight the forest monsters.’ 
‘Forest monsters?’ said Ellen. ‘Shouldn’t we go home and have dinner? We always 
have dinner at half past five. And it’s Thursday. Fish fingers.’ 
‘I hate fish fingers,’ said Ruby. 
Ellen rolled her eyes, 
‘I hate fish fingers,’ said Ruby again. ‘Let’s stay here!’ 
‘We could make a forest dinner,’ said Sophie. ‘We could forage for berries and make 
squirrel sandwiches.’ 
‘Squirrel sandwiches!’ said Ruby. She pretended to throw up on the grass. 
‘Oh but so nutritious,’ said Sophie. ‘Lots of protein, to make your fur nice and shiny.’ 
‘Can you really eat squirrels?’ said Ellen.  
‘I’m sure you could, if you were really hungry.’ 
‘So why don’t we eat them?’ said Ellen. 
‘I suppose because we have other things to eat. Like fish fingers.’ 
‘Do you know where we are?’ said Ellen, suddenly serious. 
Sophie tried very hard to look calm, to be the grown-up.  
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Sophie took her cracked phone out of the pocket. There was no signal but the com-
pass seemed to work nonetheless. Sophie found south, to take them in the direction of the 
car park. 
‘We just walk in a straight line,’ said Sophie, ‘Til the edge of the forest, and then we 
walk around the forest to the car park. Ellen, you can be in charge of the compass.’  
She took Ruby’s hand and Ruby took Ellen’s and they walked. No one spoke. 
❧ 
Sophie was worried. What if the direction was wrong? If they walked for hours and hours 
without finding a path or a sign? If they didn’t get back before Victoria? This was more 
like the forest she remembered being in as a girl with her father. Except that then it was 
fun to be afraid, because with him, she had thought, she was safe. It was manageable; he 
had managed it. Someone else was in charge. It was not so fun to be afraid when you were 
the one leading the troops. Were there forest rangers? Would someone find them at this 
hour? She thought of the temporary shelters they might build, the flames of the imaginary 
camp fire and the sounds of deep, deep night. She tried to tell herself that perhaps they 
had entered a particularly dense patch of trees; that the clouds were thickening; that there 
was a storm. But Sophie knew it was dark, and that night had begun. 
❧ 
They walked in a straight line with Ellen checking the compass on the phone. The signal 
came and went but the compass appeared to stay true — a kind of magic Sophie didn’t 
understand. Ruby was in good spirits, telling stories about the children she was friends 
with at play school, who seemed to intermingle with characters she had seen in films or 
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heard about in books read to her. Neither Sophie nor Ellen were listening carefully. Ellen 
was concentrating hard on the compass, a little giddy with the responsibility she had been 
given, and Sophie was trying to see through the darkness to make out any clearings, 
pathways or tree clusters that she might recognise from her childhood. Every few min-
utes, she checked her watch. It seemed to be taking a long time for them to get anywhere. 
That they had not yet reached the forest’s outer limit made Sophie wonder if they were 
headed in the wrong direction. 
‘What’s the time, Sophie?’ asked Ruby. 
Sophie paused, wondering whether or not to lie. ‘It’s half past five,’ she said, truth-
fully. 
Ellen took an exaggerated, cartoon-style gasp of air. ‘But we have dinner at half past 
five,’ she said. ‘And we’re not even home! We’re not even in the car!’ 
‘I know,’ said Sophie, ‘but that’s sometimes what happens when you have an adven-
ture. Things get out of sync.’ 
‘Things like fish-fingers?’ said Ruby. 
‘Yes, exactly.’ 
At the mention of food, they were hungry, so they stopped to get the last of the 
snacks from her  bag. Sophie thought she had overpacked but they had stayed so late that 
only two packs of raisins, a satsuma and one carton of blackcurrant juice remained. 
While the girls were busy with their snacks Sophie took the light from the phone and 
shone it around them. The clearing in which they stood looked familiar, somehow. She 
had a feeling that perhaps they had passed through it earlier in the afternoon, which 
would mean they must have looped back on themselves, and that they had not been going 
straight after all. 
Ellen scrunched up the empty cereal-bar wrappers and shoved them to the bottom 
of the rucksack. 
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‘Same direction as before?’ she said, retrieving the phone and finding the compass. 
She was excitable, high on the spirit of adventure. 
‘That’s the one!’ said Sophie, in as bright and sure-sounding a voice as she could 
manage. 
❧ 
They came to a tall wire fence. Sophie brushed it with a fingertip. It was not electric. She 
and Ellen climbed through the large gap between the two middle wires. Ruby threw her-
self flat on the ground and sausage-rolled her way out. She jumped to her feet, looking 
pleased with herself for a moment, before becoming sad.  
‘What is it, Ruby?’ said Sophie. 
Ruby said nothing but held on to Sophie’s leg. 
They were standing on the wide verge of a main road, though there was not much 
traffic. It ought to have felt safer, being out of the forest, but Sophie felt exposed. The few 
cars that passed did so at great speed. She took the crumpled map from her pocket and 
found their position. They would have to walk another half an hour, skirting the forest’s 
edge, before they reached the car park. It was a quarter past six. Victoria would be back 
around seven. There wouldn’t be time to have them fed and washed before then. But the 
most important thing, Sophie reminded herself, was to make sure they all got home safe-
ly. 
‘Come on,’ she said. Only a handful of cars passed them as they went. Each time one 
came, Sophie watched the glare of the headlights cast three long shadows out in front of 
them. She held their hands tightly, lest they run out into the road. As the car sped on, the 
shadows were flung across the wire fence and into the forest before vanishing completely.  
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❧ 
At the car park, hers was the only car remaining. She checked her wipers for a ticket but 
there was only a flyer for a charity run, which she shoved in her pocket. 
‘Can we have ice cream?’ said Ellen. 
Sophie felt bad. She had promised, but if the stall was closed there was nothing she 
could do. ‘Next time,’ she said. 
Sophie and Ellen pulled the leaves off Ruby’s coat and out of her hair. Something 
shiny and bright was stuck to her sock. 
‘Here,’ said Ellen, handing it to Sophie and shining the phone towards it. It was a 
necklace, one of those Friends-Forever things, with half a heart and a chain, and a little 
green stone in the middle. 
‘A nemeral, Ruby, look,’ said Sophie, and Ruby nodded. 
‘Can I keep it?’ said Ellen.  
‘No,’ said Sophie. ‘We should just leave it here.’ 
‘But it’s lost. No one will find it.’ 
‘Yes but —’ 
‘If I kept it, I could take it to the police.’ 
‘I don’t think someone would go to the police over a necklace like this,’ said Sophie. 
‘But you said it was an emerald,’ said Ellen. ‘You said,’ Ellen repeated. ‘I heard you.’ 
‘Yes, but it’s probably not a real one,’ said Sophie, who didn’t quite know why this 
whole business with the necklace was bothering her so much. 
‘We could take it back to the fence!’ said Ellen, starting to walk. ‘So the forest people 
will find it!’ 
‘Ellen!’ 
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Ellen did not turn around. 
‘Ellen, you come back here right this instant.’ 
Ruby reached for Sophie’s hand. She started to cry. ‘I don’t want to go back to the 
dark,’ said Ruby. Ellen stopped where she was but did not turn to face them. 
‘We’re not going back to the dark,’ Sophie said to Ruby. ‘But we’re going to bring 
your sister back to the car.’ 
Sophie and Ruby walked to meet Ellen where she was standing stock still. When 
they reached her, Ellen was crying very quietly. 
‘It’s just —,’ Ellen began, ‘If I had a necklace like this, I’d be very upset if I lost it.’ 
She sobbed again. ‘And it is really very difficult to know what to do.’  
Sophie and Ruby wrapped themselves around Ellen in a hug. 
‘Give it to me, Ellen.’  
Ellen handed over the necklace. Sophie thought about what to do. It had become 
important. She felt a strange urge to bury it, as though it might one day become a clue in 
some story, a secret between her and someone else. 
Finally, she said: ‘We could hang it up on a branch, near the entrance. Then if some-
one comes to find it, they’ll see it quickly.’ 
Ellen thought about this a moment. ‘Okay,’ she said. They all walked towards the en-
trance and hung the necklace on a low branch, where it glinted against the light from the 
road. They stood, holding hands, in reverence. 
❧ 
Ellen sat in the front of the car and Ruby nodded off in the back. Sophie listened to the 
radio at low volume and Ellen talked about how she was much too old to be doing the 
potato-print-painting her class was busy with at school, but how she quite liked it anyway. 
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‘What are you painting?’ asked Sophie.  
‘Autumn leaves, but it’s taken so long to mix all the different shades of brown it’s 
almost winter now, and we still haven’t finished.’ 
The local radio seemed only to play advertisements and Sophie tried to change the 
station but all she could find was white noise. She turned it off. 
‘Were you scared when we got lost?’ said Ellen.  
‘Not really.’ 
‘I thought maybe the necklace belonged to someone who’d got lost.’ 
‘Like who?’ 
‘Just someone like me or you. But who didn’t find their way back.’ 
‘Or maybe someone just lost a necklace. Dropped it or something,’ said Sophie. 
‘What are you reading at the moment, Ellen?’ 
Ellen was good at reading and liked to talk about it. Her current book was about a 
coven of witches — some who were friends, some who were cousins and sisters – who 
made magic for good and for bad and sometimes got into trouble. The main character was 
a young woman, learning grown-up magic and getting it wrong. Ellen started at the be-
ginning of the story and made a winding rehashing of the plot. Sophie continued to think 
on the darkness of the forest.  
‘And in my head she looks like you, Sophie,’ said Ellen. 
‘Who looks like me?’  
‘The young witch, the main one, the one growing up and getting her spells mixed 
up.’ 
‘Why me?’ said Sophie.  
‘Because she sounds like she would be very pretty. And I like her a lot,’ said Ellen. 
Sophie smiled and remembered it was too dark for Ellen to see that she was smiling. 
‘Thank you,’ she said. 
 181
‘Sophie,’ said Ellen, ‘I wish I was a witch.’ 
‘Me too,’ said Sophie. The rest of the way home they were quiet. 
❧ 
By the time they got back, nobody wanted fish fingers. Sophie made them toast and honey 
and the girls got into their pyjamas, brushed their teeth and climbed into bed: Ruby first, 
then Ellen. Because Ellen was so good at reading now, she liked to be the one to read 
Ruby her bedtime story. While Ellen read — something about a dog and a lost shoe — So-
phie still couldn’t get her mind away from the forest. They were safe, the girls were at 
home, Victoria would be back any minute, yet something felt frightening, still. What 
would it have been like, Sophie wondered, to stay there over night, to wake in the morn-
ing and wonder at their survival? A whole, other country.  A singing in the trees, that 
aching noise that forests make; two children, wild and free, skipping and screaming; mag-
ical creatures; a witch in the woods, looking for a necklace with a nemeral, wandering 
aimlessly in that vast and dangerous garden. 
❧ 
When Ellen got into bed, she was too tired to read to herself, so Sophie read her a few 
pages from her witch book but before long Ellen’s eyes were closing. Sophie put the 
book down. 
  ‘Are you ready to sleep, now?’ Sophie asked. 
  Ellen ignored the question. 
  ‘What are you going to do, Sophie?’ said Ellen. ‘Now that you don’t have to go to 
school.’  
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  ‘I don’t know,’ said Sophie. ‘I have to think for a while.’ 
  ‘You should be an explorer,’ said Ellen. 
  ‘You should be going to sleep,’ said Sophie. 
  ‘You should be an explorer and you should explore every country in the world.’ 
  ‘If you say so,’ said Sophie. 
  ‘You’d have all kinds of adventures and you’d never be scared because you’re so 
brave.’ 
  ‘Is that right,’ said Sophie. 
  ‘Or you might be scared, sometimes, but you’d still be brave enough.’ 
  ‘Well, I’m glad you think so.’ 
  ‘But take care, now, Sophie,’ said Ellen, closing her eyes and sounding just like 
Victoria. ‘You just take extremely good care.’ 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IX. Rock Sparrow 
WHEN IT IS time for us to go, I step towards my father but he pushes me away. He reaches 
into his pocket and finds a packet of cigarettes which he hands to my brother, Adi. He 
turns to me and shakes my hand. It is as if he is saying goodbye to an old business part-
ner, at the end of some complex negotiation, rather than a son. I tell him I will write to 
him. He nods. We turn and leave. 
As we walk, Adi kicks stones on the ground, sometimes sending them flying in high 
arcs. I know he is angry. He thinks our father should be encouraging us or applauding us 
for our bravery; either that, or begging us to stay. It’s the nonchalance, the apathy, he 
finds offensive. But this is how it is. 
The pick-up point is a factory car park behind the water tower. It is a fifteen-minute 
walk. Adi smokes cigarette after cigarette and is quiet. We arrive early. There is a man 
standing in front of an open-back truck. He has thick stubble and I notice his jeans are 
ripped. The sleeves of his shirt are rolled up past his elbows. 
We approach. The man looks at Adi’s cigarette. 
‘You got a spare one of those?’ he says. 
Adi hands him the box. 
We stand, kicking the dust into clouds until the man gets into the driver’s seat. 
‘It’s time to go,’ he says. 
We climb in the back. 
It is then that I notice a young boy sitting in the front. He is introduced to us as Paul. 
He is the driver’s cousin. The driver’s name is Cam. Apart from that, and his liking for 
cheap cigarettes, I know nothing about him. 
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The first part of the journey goes quickly. The highway is empty and we drive at 
speed. In the back of the truck, I watch the ants make patterns in the dust on the floor. 
Adi, always more at ease, chats to the others. He flits from subject to subject, relating 
anecdotes I know well. As he talks, the city behind us disappears into the horizon. 
We have lived there all our lives. Our childhood was written in its helter-skelter streets, in 
the spaces under walnut trees where we sat with our friends after school, playing checkers 
and noughts and crosses with twigs, empty nutshells and stones. 
Our house sat between the bird market and the alley of straw sellers. Every once in a 
while, a bird would escape from a cage and swoop in through the kitchen door. The stall 
holder would rush in after it, screaming obscenities as it darted about the room. My fa-
ther, disturbed by the commotion, would appear in the doorway and command silence. 
He would raise one hand and wait for the bird to flutter over. He would hold the bird on 
his forefinger and look at it carefully. 
‘Do you know this one?’ he would say to me. 
I always shook my head, whether I knew the bird or not, and my father would tell 
me its name, how it could be identified by its markings. He made strange noises in the 
back of his throat in imitation of its song. 
   
After a couple of hours in the truck, we stop for lunch at a roadside shack. We have kofta 
kebabs and cola. The meat is slick with oil. We mop it up with dry bread from a basket. 
When we have finished, we go outside to smoke. 
Paul points at my cigarette.  
‘You know it’s bad for you,’ he says. 
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I turn to face the boy. He is small. To look at him, he might be six, possibly seven 
years old, but from the way he talks I think he must be older. He has a muddle of thick 
curly hair. He holds a book beneath one arm.  
‘What are you reading?’ I ask. Paul holds up the cover. Intermediate English.  
‘Intermediate, eh?’ I say. Paul grins. 
We return to the truck. Adi gets in the front seat with Cam and Paul sits in the back 
with me. I take the book and test Paul on the words he has already learnt. He is good. He 
remembers everything and, at the end of the test, he smiles broadly. 
We reach the border at dusk. There is a long wait. Cam gets out and goes to speak to 
the guards. He hands over an envelope full of cash and several cartons of cigars. They 
seem to have a lot of questions. They point at the truck and make notes. One of them tears 
a sheet of paper from a notebook and hands it to Cam.  
Cam turns and walks back to the truck. We watch him but he does not look at us. His 
hands are in his pockets, his shoulders high up around his ears. 
There is a government official doing checks, he says. We can’t cross tonight, we will 
have to wait forty-eight hours. He has been given directions to a small hotel an hour’s dri-
ve away. 
He pulls the piece of paper from his pocket. A list of directions.  
‘You gave them the cigars?’ says Paul.  
‘Yes, I gave them the cigars,’ says Cam. He lights a cigarette. 
I look over at Adi. He is stamping one foot on the ground, over and over. He is an-
gry. ‘I bet you’re in on this, aren’t you?’ he says to Cam. ‘I’ve heard about scams like this. 
You’re taking us to some dump owned by your family, stretching your profits.’ 
I want to do something but I know there is nothing I can say. 
Cam looks at Adi. He shrugs before climbing back into the driver’s seat. I get in the 
back with Paul, hoping Adi will follow. Adi stays where he is. His gaze is fixed on the wire 
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fence at the edge of our country. I run my eyes along the wires. Birds are perched, preen-
ing themselves between the barbs.  
Adi bends down and picks up a rock. It is large and jagged, about the size of his fist. 
For a moment I think he will throw it at Cam.  
‘Adi,’ I say.  
I begin to get down from the truck but Adi runs towards the border. He hurls the 
rock over the metal gate and the birds scatter. Guards on either side raise their guns. Adi 
stands his ground. His shoulders are shaking. I do not know if he is angry or scared. One 
step further, I think, and they will shoot. At Adi and at us. There is nowhere to hide.  
Adi holds up his hands, in a gesture of compliance. He walks, still facing the guards, 
back towards us. After twenty paces the guards lower their arms and Adi turns around. 
He runs the rest of the way to the truck. He gets in the back, sits down but does not speak. 
His eyes fix on the space between his feet. I sit down too. Cam starts the engine and 
everybody jumps.  
Once we are back on the road, Cam says: ‘Don’t you ever pull a stunt like that again.’ 
Adi says nothing. 
‘You hear me?’ says Cam. 
Adi nods.  
‘You put us in danger, you can get out and walk,’ says Cam. 
Still, Adi is silent. 
‘Understood?’ says Cam. 
‘Yes, sir,’ says Adi, in the way he used to speak to our father after a telling off. 
 The hotel is run down. Its pale blue exterior is crumbling away. The rooms are clean 
enough, but small. Each one has two narrow beds and a sink with a bar of dirty soap be-
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tween the taps. The proprietress is thin and looks tired. There are streaks of grey through 
her hair.  
‘I cook in the morning,’ she says. ‘Whatever I make will last the day. If you want it 
hot and fresh, get your fill at breakfast.’ 
We nod.  
‘Thank you,’ says Paul. 
I put a hand on Adi's back. He moves away. 
I look at Paul. He smiles at me. He has one hand in his satchel. He pulls out a brown 
paper package. Inside, there are homemade biscuits. 
‘Want one?’ he says, ‘they’re good.’ I take one. They are good. Crumbs fall into my 
palm and I lick them off . 
The day our mother died, there were biscuits she had made on the cooling rack in 
the kitchen. It was my first week at university. I was eighteen years old. Adi was not quite 
fourteen. The sky was overcast. The air was hot. There was no breeze. My father found her 
in the bedroom. She had hanged herself from an old beam using a belt of his for rope. Her 
sisters bathed the body, that night. They wrapped it up in white linen. Their whisperings 
to one another, their attention to their task, made Adi and me feel like intruders in our 
own home. 
The funeral took place the next morning. The wake was small. For three days after-
wards, the house was crowded with visitors, relatives and friends. Then everything was 
quiet.  
My father took a job in an office. He worked late. He was rarely home before mid-
night. When he came home, he sat in the yard outside and smoked. The kitchen got dirty, 
and even the birds sensed the change. When they escaped they simply blundered around 
the market then vanished into the horizon. 
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The invasion came a few months later. Foreign military took over the streets. A tem-
porary government was created. Protests followed. The sound of the birds was replaced 
with distant gunfire and occasional explosions. Most of the attacks were in the centre of 
town but there were times when they came closer and the house shook. The mosque at the 
end of our street was bombed. A few days later, the market closed down. There was no 
business, no trade, and my father lost his job. He came home. 
He made a bedroom downstairs, piled high with books of all kinds. He put a mat-
tress on the floor and washed himself in the utility kitchen. He avoided all other parts of 
the house. When he ate, he ate alone. He snacked on things he found: a triangle of bread, 
a satsuma or a handful of seeds. I helped Adi with his homework. I made sure he came 
home at a reasonable hour. I cooked for us, following the recipes my mother had jotted 
down in notebooks or cut from magazines. When he was angry, it was always me who 
calmed him down. And then we left. 
We stay two nights in the hotel. On the morning of the third day, we are ready to leave. 
Paul is missing. Adi and Cam wait by the truck. I search. 
 At the back of the hotel there is a courtyard. I look around. It is bare but for a couple 
of wooden planks, three gas canisters and an empty chicken coop. Paul is crouched on the 
ground in the far corner. In front of him is his book. He has a pen in his hand. At the top 
of the page is a small dark shape.  
‘What are you doing down there?’ I say. 
‘Drawing,’ he replies. 
‘Drawing what?’ 
‘Come and look.’ 
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I walk over to Paul. Above the book is a small dead bird. It is a dirty beige-coloured 
thing. It has a thin black line down the centre of its head and small black marks on its 
feathers.  
I pick up one of Paul’s pencils and poke the bird’s wing.  
‘Do you know what it is?’ I say.  
‘No,’ he says. 
‘It’s a rock sparrow,’ I say. ‘They sing very loudly.’ 
‘Not this one,’ says Paul. 
‘No,’ I say. ‘Not this one.’ 
‘How does it sound?’ 
I make a high pitched noise and Paul laughs. He throws back his head and slaps his 
palms on his knees.  
I move closer to get a better look at the picture he has drawn. 
‘You’re very good,’ I say. 
He has traced the outline of the body, the shape of the beak, one round eye and half 
a wing. He has drawn over the top of a vocabulary list: (in) the mountains, (at) the beach, 
(in) the city. 
‘I haven’t coloured it in,’ he says, ‘so I can still see the words.’ 
I nod.  
‘Should we do something with it?’ Paul says, pointing at the bird. 
‘No,’ I say. ‘It’s time to go. The others are waiting.’ 
 Paul does not move. He looks at the bird and then at me. 
In a dry patch of earth at one end of the yard, we dig a small hole with our hands. I 
pick up the bird and place it gently in the ground. Paul sits with his head bowed as I cover 
its body with earth and level the top. We leave. 
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At the border, the guards let us pass. Once we have crossed over, I write a letter to 
my father. My pen jolts with every bump in the road. I describe the sparrow and its mark-
ings. I tell him about Paul and the way he had laughed when I made the noise. I tell him 
about the birds on the wire at the border crossing, preening themselves in the sun. I do 
not tell him about the rock Adi threw. I do not mention the hotel. I say nothing of the 
journey ahead. 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X. Blind Water Pass 
LILY STOOPS TO pull a plastic bottle from the lower branches of a mountain bush. Ing, 
Granny Bud’s old goat, is following her down the path, nuzzling at her ankles. Lily tries 
to nudge her away with her leg but Ing persists, so she turns and with both hands push-
es the old goat back up the slope towards the house. The bottle cracks and buckles as 
Lily squeezes out the air. She throws it over her shoulder to land in the large wicker bas-
ket strapped to her back. She is the youngest of the bottle-collectors on Blind Water 
Pass, but she only does it in the holidays. The rest of the year, she lives in the city, 
spending school nights in one of the long girls’ dormitories and the weekends at her 
parents’ apartment on the outskirts of the Chemical Industry Park. But throughout the 
summer Lily stays with Granny Bud. Recycling earns her a small amount of money, 
which she keeps for herself. She can make far more from tips and this she gives to 
Granny Bud, though Granny Bud presumes it to be the other way around. 
  Blind Water Pass is quiet today, with fewer tourists than is usual in high sum-
mer. Wet weather has made the trail more dangerous, with sections of the path becom-
ing quagmire and rocks overhead loosening under the weight of falling rain. For the first 
part of the week, the path was closed, but it has since re-opened. Warning signs were 
placed at the foot of the gorge: perhaps somebody has forgotten to take them down. Or 
perhaps the tourists are starting late, and have yet to climb as high as Lily’s grandmoth-
er’s house. 
 The day is hot and luminous and the mud is drying fast. Even the water moving 
below seems gentler. On days like today, when the sky is bright blue light, the view still 
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has the power to make Lily look up from her work and take a few slow breaths of grati-
tude.  
Blind Water Pass runs ten miles along a ridge above the Silver River and has a guide-
book reputation for being more than a long walk: over the years it has come to be seen 
as a spiritual undertaking. Though the mountain spirits have always had a role to play in 
the daily lives of the residents at Blind Water Pass, the path itself has no particular sig-
nificance beyond its historical interest. But for the tourists, it has become a meditative 
journey, a way to still the passions of the mind. 
  At one time, the pass had two routes: the high road, which remains, and the low 
road, scraping closer to water level, which no one has used for several years. It used to 
be that the low road was the easier path to take, before they built the dam. Where there 
were once glassy planes and calm corners for swimming, there are now swirling torrents 
of water reaching high up the walls of the cliffs. For a time, the locals fought to keep the 
low road open. After the twelfth drowning, it was closed for good. 
 The remaining high road can be traversed in a number of ways. Some visitors 
choose to make the journey with the aid of a donkey and a guide, so the donkey carries 
them the first nine miles of the way — almost as far as Granny Bud’s house — before set-
ting them down to walk the final stretch, where the views are the most spectacular and 
the trail quite flat. However, most tourists will abandon their donkeys at the waterfall, 
where a stream forms a thick water-sheet over the wide flat stones of the path. They 
don’t trust their mountain donkeys to keep steady across this new challenge in the ter-
rain, though the donkeys are more sure-footed than any tourist Lily has seen.  
 If they don’t go by donkey, they walk, guiding themselves with a book: or as part of 
a tour, where a friendly local narrates the factual and mythical histories of the trail along 
the way.  
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The Rock of Eternal Natality has been — for many, many centuries — a place for peo-
ple to worship the gods and goddesses of fertility, either for the sake of biological re-
production, or for improved creativity, the fertility of the imagination and the mind. 
In the early part of the fifth century, this was a trade route for tea. In more recent 
times of war, the recesses along the disappeared low road were used as hideouts for 
criminals. Now we use the trail not just to get a glimpse of the past, but to be closer to 
nature and to marvel at the majestic beauty of the mountains, to gasp at the force of 
the river below. [Everyone gasps.] 
And here we come to the highest and most haunted place along the pass: Unfinished 
Hopelessness Cliff. Please take a moment to enjoy the view. 
Once the tourists have completed their spiritual journey, they take the bus back into 
town. The road cuts through the cliffs in a network of tunnels and arrives at a small mu-
nicipality comprised of a cluster of hostels, a couple of noodle bars and the train station. 
Next year, Blind Water Pass will be closed for ten months to make way for construction. 
The government are building what is already being hailed as the world’s most elaborate 
funicular train, which will run the full length of the pass. Then there will be two kinds of 
tourists: those making spiritual pilgrimages and those riding the funicular to appreciate 
the spectacular vistas without physical exertion. 
 Usually, the only people walking down the pass, against the traffic of tourists, are 
people like Lily, with work to do. Some sell bottles of water kept in cool-boxes; others 
sell a range of international crackers: Japanese seaweed, sesame bites, cheese crisps and 
Saltines. There are also souvenirs -- the usual assortment, much the same as the ones 
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they sell at the People’s History Museum, not far from Lily’s parents’ house. Those who 
don’t sell things, provide services. There are recyclers, like Lily, or holistic therapists of-
fering weary travellers a quick massage or a herbal tea. Then there are the educators, 
people giving tours of the many micro-ecosystems to which Blind Water Pass plays host, 
or giving mini-lectures on spots of particular mythological significance. A few of the 
mountain workers are also residents, running the three cafés, and, around the half-way 
mark, a B&B. The only other people who live there are very old, like Granny Bud: those 
who have never known anything beyond the ridges of the gorge. 
As a girl, Granny Bud was a mountain farm hand, helping her parents make a living 
from the vegetables and the herbs that grew in abundance towards the top of the pass. 
When she got older and had children of her own, the crops began to fail, leaving her 
without trade. So she started a new venture as a spirit guide, curing the people and 
working animals of Blind Water Pass of their malevolent spirits and demons. With the 
power of her herbal remedies and incantations, she even managed to bring life back into 
a few patches of mountain earth so that some of the farmers were able to revive a little 
of their old trade. Her role as local spirit guide shifted when the tourists came. To for-
eign visitors, she doled out herbal teas and home-made tonics and, later, she read for-
tunes and palms. Yet whenever anxiety ran high among the locals, she was still the first 
to be called. Even now, every night when she comes home, Lily finds Granny Bud in the 
garden at the back of the house, with her arms outstretched and hands poised, scanning 
and assessing the disturbances of the spirit world. 
  The spirits have been restless for while. They are unhappy; the causes of their 
discontentment accumulate and they no longer feel at home. First there was the arrival 
of the tourists, and then came the building of the dam. With the construction of the fu-
nicular underway, their agitations have escalated. Granny Bud tries hard to still their 
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nerves, to reassure them that the original residents of the pass still respect the old ways, 
but the spirits become harder and harder to reach. 
Lily meets her first tourists at the waterfall. A couple, standing on the far side, are con-
sulting their guide book, looking for instruction on how to cross. With their heads bent 
towards their book, Lily can get a good look at them without their noticing. They are 
both tall. The man has thick blond hair that curves around his chin into a scraggly 
beard. His nose is large and slightly red from the sun. The woman has finer features, a 
narrow nose and sharp cheekbones. Her skin is very pale and there are dark shadows 
beneath her eyes. The woman pulls her light-brown hair into a high ponytail that accen-
tuates the angles of her face. Lily gives the bushes on her side of the waterfall a quick 
scan for discarded bottles, but Blind Water Pass has been so quiet of late she finds none. 
Lily coughs quietly, but with just enough noise to get their attention, and, when they 
look up, she skips cleanly across the slick, wet stones in four light steps, getting as close 
to the cliff-edge as she can, knowing they will admire her grace and daring. 
 ‘Hello,’ says the man, amused. 
 Lily gives a small bow. ‘When the light shines brightly upon the shallow water, 
there cannot be very much to fear.’ Lily gives another bow. 
 The couple look at each other and grin, then the woman looks back to the guide-
book, as though expecting to find some explanation for Lily on the next page.  
 Lily skips on. 
 ‘Excuse me?’ says the woman.  
 Lily turns around. 
 ‘Could you say that again?’ 
 For a moment Lily has forgotten what she said. It’s all nonsense, the titbits she 
throws to tourists; stuff she makes up on the spot.  
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 ‘When the light shines brightly upon the shallow water,’  — she pauses but re-
members just in time — ‘there cannot be very much to fear.’  
 The woman writes this down in a leather-bound journal she has pulled from her 
bag. ‘Is it a proverb?’ she says. 
 Lily nods. The man reaches for his wallet and hands Lily a dollar bill, which she 
dutifully collects. 
 ‘Do you have another?’ he says, looking at the woman who nods in encouragement. 
 Lily looks at the sky as though waiting for its wisdom to descend. 
 ‘The mind sees only what the eyes are willing to comprehend.’ 
 The man hands her another dollar while the woman makes quick notes in book. 
She looks up at Lily and then writes something else. 
 ‘Thank you,’ says the woman, closing her book, and, though Lily does not wait to 
see how long it takes them to cross the waterfall, she can hear them muttering to one 
another until their voices fade through the distance.  
The nonsense-proverbs began when Granny Bud was going through a particularly diffi-
cult  with the mountain spirits. She was spending so much of her time trying to commu-
nicate with them that she had very little energy for making the teas and tonics that 
formed the basis of her income.  
 ‘They aren’t happy, Lily,’ she said one night as Lily was chopping vegetables for 
soup. 
 ‘When have they ever been happy?’ said Lily. ‘Not in my lifetime.’ 
 It wasn’t that Lily didn’t believe in the spirits; simply that they seemed to have no 
place in her life. She accepted and knew them as part of Granny Bud, whom she loved 
very much, but to her they seemed remote: a foreign language. 
 ‘You don’t take me seriously,’ said Granny Bud. ‘You’re too much like them.’  
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 She meant the tourists. 
 Lily went over to Granny Bud where she sat on a small, wooden stool at the kitchen 
door, looking out over the back garden and across the mountain. She draped her arms 
over Granny Bud’s shoulders and round her neck. 
 ‘That’s not true,’ said Lily, then: ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 Granny Bud untangled Lily’s arms and pulled her outside so they were facing one 
another, Granny on the stool and Lily crouching on the wet grass. 
 Granny Bud gave Lily a long, hard look. 
 ‘I only meant —’ Lily began, ‘I only meant that I don’t remember a time when the 
spirits were content.’  
 At this, Granny Bud became sad. ‘No, no, no,’ she said. ‘It’s them,’ she said. ‘There 
are too many of them.’ 
 Lily went back into the kitchen, pulled a bucket full of green beans from the sink 
and began slicing off the ends with her thumbnails. Granny Bud was watching her and 
Lily nodded, trying to say that she understood, though she did not. What she knew was 
that there were fewer beans than usual, less food in the cupboards, no eggs on the 
counter, and that the money Granny Bud had been making had all but stopped. 
 The next day, when she was out collecting bottles, she noticed that one of the men 
selling knick-knacks was handing out old Chinese proverbs on thin ribbons of paper, 
free with every purchase. As well as the discarded bottles, Lily collected these scraps, 
thrown away after reading. She recognised most of the proverbs -- many of them Confu-
cian -- but their translations into English made them strange. Often, she thought, they 
did not convey anything much at all. So she started to craft her own. Whenever a tourist 
addressed her, she would reply with a nonsense-proverb. 
 Those who are rich of experience are fortunate in dreams. 
 The tree that sways the furthest in the wind will send the blossom across the sea. 
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 The most important materials of the earth cannot be mined. 
 Sometimes, to seem more authentic, she would take a real Chinese proverb and 
muddle the verbs. 
 Forget and I will tell you. Remember and I will show you. Understand and I will 
involve you. 
 She performed this kind of proverb with great seriousness as she knew this would 
add to the comic effect. And sometimes she just changed the words altogether. 
 When the wind of change blew, some made walls while others were windmills. 
 Perceived linguistic ineptitude got her a sympathy vote and added to her earnings. 
At first, she did it just to obey Granny Bud. But quickly it began to amuse her, and, 
what’s more, the tourists loved it. They found her charming, this pretty little wise-child 
from the mountains. Better still, they gave her money. She fed them nonsense and they 
exchanged it for cash, mostly dollars, that she could change with Mister Gu, who ran the 
ticket stall at the entrance of Blind Water Pass, or spend at the small shop where the 
tourists bought supplies for the hike and the locals bought peanut milk, hard-boiled 
eggs and noodles in soup.  
 Variety was the key, she discovered. Lily did not always feel like playing dumb. 
Sometimes she wanted to impress. She took her English assignments more seriously at 
school and memorised long passages of Shakespeare with a perfectly American accent. 
If she had tired of nonsense proverbs for the day, she pulled out a sonnet or a soliloquy 
and performed it in full, giving a small bow at the end. However, when the tourists tried 
to speak with her once the performance was done, she would still pretend not to under-
stand. Lily made them believe it was a party trick, that she couldn’t speak English at all 
but only memorise the sounds.  
 199
Halfway down Blind Water Pass, Lily has already collected twenty eight bottles and re-
ceived tips from five tourists. She has almost reached the man with the knick-knacks 
and the proverbs, when a clap of thunder arrives so suddenly that Lily stops in her 
tracks. She looks up at the sky, which is clear and bright, and the noise comes again. It is 
not coming from above, she thinks, but from below: a deep vibration that sends a 
tremor through the earth. Lily has experienced earthquakes before but not like this. She 
looks around. There is no one. 
 She rushes down to the place where the man with the proverbs stands. He is talk-
ing frantically with another bottle-collector and a woman selling cartons of juice. 
 ‘What is it?’ she says, breaking their circle. ‘Do you know what it is?’ 
 ‘The funicular,’ says the proverb-man. ‘They’re levelling the ground at the top of 
the pass.’ 
 ‘It’s not an earthquake?’ Lily asks. 
 ‘No,’ says the proverb-man. 
 ‘Not yet,’ says the woman, moving back towards her selling spot on the other side 
of the pathway. 
 Three girls, a little older than Lily, are making their way towards them. Two are 
giggling about trying not to walk on any cracks. The third one walks slightly behind 
them, on tiptoes, as though she hardly dares to touch the ground. 
 Before the girls reach her, Lily turns towards home and Granny Bud.  
It feels strange to be moving in this direction so early in the day. Lily is conscious of the 
sun being too high in the sky. She feels guilty that she does not have more to carry: her 
basket is less than half full. But Granny Bud might not know, as Lily had not known, 
that today was the day they began preparations for the funicular.  She might think it was 
an earthquake, as Lily had, fearing there would be worse to come. 
 200
 Ing greets Lily at the gate, putting her nose against her hipbone, and Lily answers 
her with some seeds from her pocket. Ing slopes off towards the gate and Lily goes in-
side. 
 Granny Bud is lying flat on the floor in the middle of the living room. Lily kneels at 
her side. 
 ‘They’ve gone,’ says Granny Bud. 
 ‘Who’s gone?’ says Lily. 
 ‘The spirits. The spirits have gone.’ 
 ‘How?,’ says Lily.    
 ‘I don’t know,’ says Granny Bud. ‘But they’ve gone.’ 
 Lily helps Granny Bud up to a seated position. ‘Are you frightened?’ she says. 
 ‘No,’ says Granny Bud. 
 ‘Are you cross? Please don’t be cross.’ 
 ‘No,’ says Granny Bud. 
 ‘Then what?’ 
 ‘I just feel nothing. Nothing at all.’ 
 Lily helps Granny Bud over to a chair by the window. She tucks a shawl round 
Granny Bud’s shoulders and tells her to wait. 
 In the kitchen, she heats some stock with the bones still in it and brings it in a bowl 
to Granny Bud.  
 ‘Here,’ says Lily. 
 She takes the bowl from Lily’s hand but continues to look straight out in front of 
her, saying nothing while the soup goes cold. 
Lily busies herself with household chores. She makes another batch of soup with the last 
of the vegetables. She cleans the bath and beats the dust out of the rugs in the hallway. 
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 Just as she is filling the bucket to mop the kitchen floor, Granny Bud opens the 
door.  
 ’Did you collect many bottles today?’ she says. 
 Lily hands her the twelve dollars she made in tips, which Granny Bud places in a 
small wooden box on the countertop.  
 ‘You’re a good girl, Lily,’ she says. ‘I’m going for a walk.’ 
 ‘Where?’ says Lily. ‘I’ll come with you.’ 
 ‘I’m going to look for the spirits, wherever they might have gone.’ 
 ‘It’s almost dark.’ 
 ‘I’ll take a torch.’ 
 ‘Let me come with you,’ says Lily. 
 ‘No,’ says Granny Bud. Her voice is firm. 
 She crosses the kitchen and opens the back door onto the garden. Lily follows her 
out. 
 ‘Stay here,’ says Granny Bud. ‘They won’t come if you’re there.’ 
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XI. Blood Eye 
UNCLE JULY’S SLEEPLESSNESS began three years ago. At first, it did not seem like much, 
nothing more than a few restless nights. But as it went on, his condition intensified until 
he had not slept at all for a week, then two weeks, then a month.  
Daylight hours were sunk deep in the sub-reality of exhaustion, too troubling to be 
sleep and too painful to be a dream, and, the longer it went on, the more the physical 
symptoms of fatigue increased in number and intensity. In the beginning, Uncle July 
would describe them in detail. At first, he said, there was a coldness around the eyes, a 
sting for every blink, the skin of the eyelids acquiring a texture like crumpled paper. 
Then, an aching in the muscles, particularly of the shoulders and the back, a general dis-
inclination to move and, at the same time, a fearfulness in being still. After that came 
blinding headaches, when the dimmest of light bulbs, the slightest of noises -- the 
wheels of a slow moving car on a rain-covered street -- were enough to split the brain in 
two. It is a sickness rooted so deeply within me, he said, that no food or drink or medi-
cine can reach it. 
In public, Uncle July was prey to constant paranoia. At one moment, he felt that 
everyone was looking at him, that he was abnormal in some obvious way that he had 
failed to rectify before leaving the house. At the next, he feared obscurity. Because he no 
longer felt like a real human being, no longer had full possession of his sight and hear-
ing, he felt that he was, in fact, invisible. Once, sitting down in a tea shop, having or-
dered a drink, sinking back into a plush leather chair, feeling that the downward, en-
veloping motion might never cease, the waitress came out from behind the counter, 
holding the tea that he had ordered in her hand. She walked the room, back and forth, 
wafts of fresh ginger coming from the pot, without noticing his arm in the air, his gentle 
voice, his polite hello. In the end, he had to go over. Even then, he was almost surprised 
when she looked him in the eye and handed over the teapot and cup. This paranoia 
seeped into every aspect of his life. The more I understood this, the more I came to be-
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lieve that it would be incredibly difficult for him to recover. His relatively minor, para-
noid anxieties all stemmed from what I suspected to be a deep-seated fear of visiting 
something in his dreams, something he couldn’t even begin to describe.  
❧ 
A few months passed before Uncle July would deign to visit the family doctor. He was a 
neat-looking little man in his sixties and he had several insignificant-seeming sugges-
tions. The first was that Uncle July should complete certain exercises, morning, after-
noon and evening, and a few stretches before bed. Mostly, these exercises comprised 
circling the arms like propellers about the body, short walks about the garden and a lot 
of forward bends. The stretches involved him touching his toes and then the sky, his 
toes and then the sky. When these first remedies proved ineffectual, the doctor gave him 
a tonic -- a special brew made up of cow parsley. The tonic smelled like turpentine and 
tasted, according to Uncle July, like salted fish. It did absolutely nothing at all. After 
that, came tablets: little, pink pills that produced a range of vivid, wholly disturbing hal-
lucinations but did not once, even for a minute, induce sleep. 
The doctor said that there was nothing else he could do.  
Uncle July stopped complaining and, for a while, he learned to manage his condi-
tion in a way that allowed him to go on with his life as it had been, which he accom-
plished with a success rate that he approximated to be around sixty five percent. He did 
this by only going outside when it was overcast, so that the light would not burn his tired 
eyes quite so much, and by spending a lot of time lying down and wearing ear plugs. He 
also ate an extraordinary amount in an effort to provide himself with the necessary en-
ergy for living that he was unable to recuperate in sleep. As a result, he became quite fat, 
but this did not seem to bother him, proud as he was of his managing to continue under 
the most extenuating of circumstances.  
At a certain point, however, around eighteen months after the first signs of illness, 
things became so bad it was decided, by the doctor, and corroborated by all who knew 
him, that he should go to the hospital. I drove him there in my old blue three-wheeler.  
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It had been a long time since Uncle July had gone anywhere by car, a long time 
since he had travelled across the city, frightened as he was of leaving the house for too 
long, particularly in the spring when light conditions were harder to predict.  
Against expectation, the journey appeared to invigorate him. On the dual car-
riageway, the fumes from other cars billowing in through the window made him choke 
and this, curiously, made him laugh. The noise, the speed, the sheer variety of life we 
passed, all served to buoy him up, though he must have been experiencing quite terrible 
pain.  
When we pulled up at the hospital entrance, however, Uncle July remembered why 
he was there and the role he was expected to play. As a consequence, he resumed his 
habitual stoop and slowed his speech. Dullness crept back into his eyes.  
❧ 
For the first two days in the hospital, Uncle July was subjected to a range of tests. Of 
course, they all pointed to the same conclusion -- that he was severely sleep-deprived -- 
but they also eliminated any further complications, which was both a source of relief 
and a cause for disappointment. As there was nothing more the hospital could do, I had 
expected to drive him home again and was already looking forward to seeing his face 
brighten upon being back in the car. However, a young nurse came over to speak to us. 
She said that she had fixed the paperwork in order to allow him to stay. They would be 
better able to keep an eye on him, she said, and gave me a wink, as though she consid-
ered herself to be doing me a favour. I suppose I believed that Uncle July’s being in the 
hospital would be for the best, as he would certainly be better able to rest and, perhaps, 
his being taken care of so thoroughly would be a reassurance to us all. 
 Initially, Uncle July was given a room of his own. It was pleasant enough, with 
plenty of light streaming in from a broad, blind-covered window. There were a couple of 
blue plastic chairs placed by the bright, white bed. There was a small chest of drawers in 
which he could keep any personal belongings and which served as a table top for flow-
ers, grapes and books. Uncle July was no longer able to read very much anymore, so 
much had his eyesight suffered from his condition. It was the size of the print he found 
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difficult, unable to distinguish the small details that differentiated one character from 
the next. One thing he asked me to do for him -- and which I did gladly -- was to abbre-
viate some of his favourite works of literature into single pages of very large script. That 
way, he could refresh his memory and fill in the details himself. Over the following 
weeks, I collected copies of his best-loved books from his abandoned house. I read them 
all as carefully as I could in order to be able to make the best possible selections for my 
abridgements and produced no fewer than twenty summaries, written out on thick card 
and laminated so that they might survive a spill of water or juice. They went something 
like this: 
A young girl, Marta, meets a man in a café with whom she has a beautifully-described 
experience in the also beautifully-evoked city in which she lives. Narcotics are con-
sumed. There is dancing, sex, a visit to a hospital, and an altogether-quite-magical 
looping back to the beginning at the end.  
A brother and sister live in a house that is taken over, room by room, by an unnamed 
presence, until eventually they have no space left for themselves and are forced to flee. 
At this point a quite different, but rather less-well-written story begins. 
A man helps a woman he loves dearly to leave him and their home country in order to 
lead a safer life elsewhere. He spends the rest of his days pondering her fate and won-
dering whether or not to go after her or if indeed he has left it too late.  
For a short time, these summaries provided Uncle July with imaginative stimulation, 
but quickly he became too ill to be able to read more than a single word at a time. I tried 
reading aloud to him, but he never took to it, so instead I brought him his old art books 
and described to him in detail paintings that he had committed to memory long ago and 
needed only the slightest prompting to recall. One thing Uncle July confessed to me 
during this time was that, though his sight, hearing, taste and touch were all failing, his 
memory functioned better than ever, so well, in fact, that he often found himself getting 
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lost in time. It was on that very day that a nurse came in while we were talking to say 
that solitude was having a negative effect on his condition. If he were to be around other 
people, she said, who were operating on normal sleeping patterns, there was the possi-
bility that he might settle into one himself.  
 This change of circumstance presented itself to Uncle July as the beginning of the 
end. He gave up on the small efforts he once made at conversation, at eating his meals, 
at taking an interest in things. He was too embarrassed to have me hold up the art books 
for him in front of the others in the ward. When I tried to talk, he seemed unable to find 
words for a reply as though, with nothing familiar around him, everyday language was 
slipping away. After an uncomfortable discussion with the doctors and nurses attending 
the ward — during which I expressed my belief that Uncle July’s faculties were intact, 
but concealed, and they accused me of being stuck in denial — lawyers were called in 
and I was given power of attorney over my Uncle’s affairs. 
The others in Ward 404 -- there were five of them -- were somewhat older than 
Uncle July. They all had conditions that, in one way or another, began for psychological 
reasons but, left untreated, had given way to physiological symptoms and defied all at-
tempts at treatment or cure. An agoraphobe. A mute. Two anorexics. A Cotard delusion-
ist. Contrary to my expectations of something that was, in everything but name, a psy-
chiatric ward, there were no episodes of hysteria to report. Rather, each of the patients 
— Uncle July included — gave the impression of regarding their respective illnesses with 
total acceptance. For the first month or so, the residents of Ward 404 remained un-
changed, but when old Mrs Ash -- the eldest of the anorexics -- passed away one night, 
she started a trend: every time I went to visit Uncle July there was another empty bed 
being sanitized or another new patient moving in and I could no longer keep up with 
their names. 
Though not yet on his deathbed, Uncle July was now in almost constant, excruciat-
ing pain, which he seemed to experience as a phenomenon that moved from the outside 
in. He described the the walls of his stomach pressing in so hard that it caused a cramp 
of such severity he could barely eat. There was the ceiling which weighed down upon his 
face, blocking his sinuses and making it hard to breathe. He said the air in the room was 
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made rough with the others’ coughing and was always catching in his throat. All this was 
communicated in broken language with an occasional wild movement of an arm or a 
hand, and facial expressions telling of discomfort, disgust and extreme desperation. 
Sometimes he simply screwed up his eyes, opened his mouth and wailed like a baby.  
❧ 
One day, a young woman arrived, small and round with cheeks that glowed in seeming 
defiance of her terminal condition. She had a husband who visited her every day, bring-
ing her flowers of all descriptions, the likes of which I had never seen before. On the first 
few occasions of our being in Ward 404 at the same time, we did nothing but smile po-
litely across the room. But soon after, conversation arose, quite naturally, as it hap-
pened, when, to my surprise, Uncle July addressed the couple saying: 
‘Excuse me, would you let me get a closer look at one of those plants?’ 
It was the most lucid sentence I had heard from him since he moved into the hos-
pital. I held my breath as the man walked towards us. 
‘It is a rather spectacular thing,’ said the husband, who introduced himself as 
Stamm, and his wife as Linnet. We chatted about the plant for a time -- an exotic breed, 
as it happened, imported into the south of the country and brought to the hospital on 
account of the soothing properties it was said to impart on those in the vicinity. 
‘Keep your eye on it,’ he said. ‘You never know what kind of magic it might do.’ 
I was nodding enthusiastically when a doctor arrived to take Linnet for further 
testing and the couple departed. I attempted to continue the conversation with Uncle 
July but he had already begun to descend into his habitual state, closing his eyes and 
slowing his breathing as though preparing for sleep, which, of course, would always 
evade him. From time to time, when he jolted awake after appearing to drift off, he 
would mutter: ‘sweet, terrifying sleep’ confirming my longstanding belief that he was 
only afraid. He was merely too frightened to sleep, but his fear had gained such power 
over the years until reaching a pitch that was physiologically crippling and perhaps in-
curable.  
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Several visits followed where Stamm, Linnet, Uncle July and I joined together in 
admiring the marvellous plants that Stamm had brought for the benefit of his wife. She 
spoke very little but smiled almost constantly, every now and then reaching out a frail 
hand to caress a leaf or a petal or touch the tiny hairs growing out of a thick stem. I be-
gan to look forward to my visits to Uncle July in a way that I had not for a long time. 
There would be something to do, something to see, something to structure the otherwise 
stilted and asymmetrical conversation. 
Three weeks later, however, I learned that Linnet had been permanently removed 
from Ward 404 and placed somewhere that was deemed to be better suited to her needs. 
When I arrived, Stamm was busy removing the last of her plants -- holding one in each 
arm, like a father of twins. 
‘How did you get all of these, anyway?’ I said, barely concealing my disappoint-
ment at their departure. 
‘My father’s a botanist,’ he said, and then more quietly: ‘You should go and see him 
one day.’ He beckoned me out into the hall and I followed. ‘I’ve told my father about 
your Uncle July. When you get there, tell him Stamm sent you, that we spoke in the 
hospital. The address is 72 Foundry Road, North City.’ 
Before I could say anything, he slipped into the elevator, still clutching his plants, 
and the sliding metal doors were closed before me. I went back to Uncle July and re-
ported these events but they barely seemed to register, so far was he removed from the 
room, from me, from anything but his own sleep-hungry madness. When I left the hos-
pital that day, feeling sad and somewhat desperate, I sat outside my house for a long 
time wondering whether to go in or to continue on and visit Stamm’s father. In fact, 
what I was deliberating was whether or not to allow myself to develop a sense of hope. I 
am exhausted, I thought to myself. And then immediately, of course, I thought of Uncle 
July, how he must feel, in the hospital bed, without cause for hope. I started the engine 
and drove to 72 Foundry Road.  
❧ 
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Stamm’s father must have been expecting me as he called my name the moment I 
walked through the door. He stood behind a counter surrounded by stainless steel buck-
ets of flowers and before him an array of pruning shears, secateurs, scissors and florists’ 
knives. Like Stamm, he was tall and thin with a pointy chin. Unlike Stamm, however, he 
had strangely long arms and, as I moved closer, his long bony fingers spread out across 
the counter. He turned away from me and walked further back into the shop, where the 
light was decidedly greener, and beckoned me to follow. Deeper inside it was a kind of 
jungle, as if some great horticultural experiment had gone awry. Beyond a certain point, 
the walls and ceiling were panes of glass and the temperature and humidity increased 
with every step. It lacked the order of a garden-centre greenhouse or a hothouse for 
tropical moths. There was no clear path by which to make a way through. What was 
more, there was a constant rustle of leaves and insect legs close to the ground and I 
found myself treading very softly so as not to disturb the tropical earth beneath my feet. 
When he touched my arm, I was not expecting it. I had assumed he was much fur-
ther ahead. In fact, he had waited for me behind a particularly exuberant bush, beyond 
which was a small black door. Stamm’s father ducked through it, pulling me with him, 
and I found myself in a low-ceilinged office piled high with books. This was not what I 
had expected. I thought, at most, Stamm might have arranged some kind of gift for my 
father -- some brightly-coloured flowers to raise his spirits, or a lively-looking bit of 
greenery to give him hope. Yet, here I was in this miniature library with Stamm’s father, 
tall and gangly, with his body crooked at a bizarre angle as he twisted in order to reach 
the particular volume he required, which he then hauled onto the desk.  
The book, large and dusty, fell open at the page he required, though it was not the 
page itself he wanted to show me -- rather, it was a leaf, pressed flat, dark green, with a 
blood-red shape something like an eye right in the middle.  
‘This is the only thing I could think of,’ he said. I’ve never had cause to use it my-
self, but they say it’s the cure.’ 
❧ 
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Uncle July didn’t appear the least bit surprised when I told him what had happened. On 
the contrary, he said, quite sharply: ‘Yes, I read about that, but I never fancied using it 
myself.’ 
‘Does it work?’ I asked.  
He shook his head and mumbled something that might have been ‘too sad’, or ‘too 
bad’ before returning to a comatose state of wakefulness, eyes and mouth half open, 
with his breath rattling deep within his chest.  
Stamm’s father had given me a range of detailed instructions regarding to whom I 
was to address my enquiries and the particular manner in which they should be made. I 
was not to use the plant’s proper name but refer to it under the guise of a number of 
aliases -- Dead Spot, Red One and Fool’s Remorse. I should not mention anything to do 
with plants or medicine and I was not to make any reference to the ailment it was said to 
remedy. Furthermore, I had to enclose a cheque for ten thousand which, although I was 
not poor, was more than I could earn in a year and twice as much as I had accumulated 
in savings.  
The sudden hope of being able to alleviate Uncle July’s pain was so strong that, for 
the first time, I went to his bank and withdrew the remainder of his retirement fund and 
transferred it to my own account. I signed the cheque. I posted the letter. 
The next day, at the hospital, I passed Stamm in the corridor leading to my Uncle’s 
ward. He caught my eye for a moment, then, just as I was about to speak, he turned to 
walk away from me and down the stairs. I thought perhaps he was upset -- perhaps 
something had happened to Linnet -- and it would be best not to disturb him as we were 
sure to run into one another again.  
For a long time, nothing happened. I continued to visit Uncle July but, by this 
stage, he had almost slipped away from me entirely. Not wanting to admit that I might 
have lost five thousand from his savings on some kind of scam, I did not mention the 
plant or its failure to arrive. After a month had gone by and I had still heard nothing, I 
went back to the greenhouse on Foundry Road. 
‘Be patient,’ Stamm’s father said to me in a hushed voice, though there was nobody 
else in the shop as far as I could see. ‘Sometimes they take a long time to mature.’  
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‘How do I know they won’t just take the money and run?’ I said. 
‘It will come with instructions,’ he said. 
‘What?’ I said. 
‘The plant, when it arrives. After you’ve used it, you have to take good care of it.’ 
‘As in water it? Feed it?’ 
‘No,’ he said. ‘You don’t understand.’ 
‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I don’t understand at all.’ 
He dragged me back through the little black door, into the low-ceilinged library, 
where the pressed leaf was out on the desk. 
‘They say that it can see,’ he said, almost whispering. He looked at his watch and 
ushered me out of the room to the front door, where he shook my hand firmly and said 
goodbye as though we were old friends to be forever parted from that moment on. 
I laughed. I thought I might cry. I wanted to shout, but coming out of the darkness 
of the florist’s library I was stunned by the brightness of sunlight and I did not trust my-
self to say the right things. I had been conned. No, not even conned. I had been dragged 
into the insanity of others. They were not criminals, they were idiots and, in my desper-
ation to be of some assistance to Uncle July, I had become an idiot, too. I left the shop 
and got into the car, slamming the door behind me, so furious I was at my own, sheer 
foolishness.  
A few days later, the plant arrived. It came with elaborate instructions that read as fol-
lows: 
Dear Sir, 
We thank you for your purchase of this beautiful plant. As your letter so dis-
creetly indicated to us, we imagine that your desiring of the Blood-Eye plant 
(also known as the Sanguinis Cavaea) is for personal use, possibly in a case 
that is already, or could soon become, a matter of life and death. All you need 
to do to obtain the cure is crush one of the leaves with a fully formed ‘eye’ in a 
mortar and pestle. The moisture from the leaf should allow you to make from 
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it a paste, which you should, firstly, daub across the forehead of the patient -- 
providing relief from pain - and, secondly, mix into a tepid herbal tea -- pep-
permint is usually considered to give a pleasant combination of flavours -- 
which the patient should sip slowly, after food. However, please take note: 
 While the medication, in many cases, proves efficacious, if the patient in 
question has reached a certain point in his or her disease, it will only serve to 
comfort. It will not cure.  
 With this in mind, we offer you the following possibility: If, indeed, the case 
you hope to treat, has already exceeded the window in which treatment is pos-
sible, we, first of all, wish to convey to you our deepest condolences, and, sec-
ond of all, will allow you to return the plant to one of our advocates and, in 
time, receive a full refund of the money you expended on the possibility of cure. 
In your case, the nearest advocate would be Mr Stamm, the elder, at 72 
Foundry Road. We confer this information to you with the sincerest of hopes 
that you will not find yourself in such a situation at all, that the plant will fulfil 
the requirements for which it was procured and that you and your loved ones 
will live long and happy lives, protected by the love and friendship you un-
doubtedly share.  
Kindest regards, 
The Silvano Trust.  
The letter brought tears to my eyes. It gave me hope and, at the same time, it made 
me hopeless. I sensed that things were too bad for Uncle July. I thanked God that I 
might be able to relieve some of his pain. I dreaded the end.  
The plant was protected in a lightweight plastic box wrapped up in several layers of 
breathable fabric. It was quite astounding to look at. A wild, spindly thing, that looked a 
little like an honesty bush, with luscious, oval-shaped leaves, one or two of which boast-
ed the peculiar red eye markings. I picked one of them and, as I did so, the delicate 
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stems of the plant all vibrated and, if I hadn’t known better, I might have been able to 
convince myself that these were not in fact vibrations but rather the other eye-print 
leaves turning themselves to look away.  
The tincture, as I prepared it, turned a funny shade of brown, the red mixing in 
with the green in a nauseating kind of way. It smelled peculiar, too, something like cof-
fee, and I couldn’t imagine how it would taste when mixed with peppermint tea. None-
theless, I made hot tea in a flask, hoping it would cool sufficiently on the way. I spooned 
the mixture into a clean, metal tin and drove to the hospital. 
Uncle July was barely able to acknowledge my presence. All he could manage was a 
long breath out, slightly louder than usual, in order to indicate that he knew I was there. 
I pulled the tin from my pocket and spread the paste across his forehead. Some of the 
other patients looked over but none remarked. Immediately upon application Uncle 
July reached out for my hand. His breathing steadied and his muscles relaxed. An ex-
pression of almost-peace spread slowly across his face. I took out the flask and poured a 
cup’s worth of tea into the lid before mixing with the plant-sludge. It didn’t smell nearly 
as bad as I had imagined and I began to drip small spoonfuls into Uncle July’s mouth. 
He let out a few satisfying mmm noises and then, yes, he did, he fell asleep. At first, I 
didn’t know what to do. I wanted to say something to him, to check that it was real, but I 
feared he might wake. After a minute or two, however, I was convinced. He was snuf-
fling like a sleeping baby, so I pulled the covers up around his shoulders and tucked him 
in. I kissed him lightly on the forehead.  
I went home that night with a light in my heart so bright that, for once, I was the 
one who could not sleep, so thrilled I was at finding the cure. How sad that I let myself 
believe it was already too late. It wasn’t too late, after all, I said to myself. 
❧ 
Early next morning, a nurse rang to inform me that Uncle July had taken a funny turn. 
‘He fell asleep,’ she said, ‘and there was a period where we could not be sure that 
he was going to wake up.’ 
‘Is he awake, now?’ I said. 
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‘Yes, but he is quite confused. I think he found the whole thing rather upsetting.’ 
When I got to the hospital, a doctor pulled me aside in the corridor before I could 
even get to the ward. 
‘We believe that your Uncle July, having not slept for so long, once he finally ac-
complished it, could no longer remember how to wake up.’ 
‘But he did wake up,’ I said. 
‘Yes, but next time he might not.’ 
‘What are you saying?’ I said. 
‘I’m saying, don’t mess with things you don’t understand.’ 
The doctor walked away and I went in to see Uncle July. 
He looked brighter, refreshed. There was colour in his cheeks. The whites of his 
eyes were white again. He gave me a piercing look. 
‘What happened?’ he said. At first I said nothing. ‘Look, you little worm, I’m not 
stupid. Are you trying to cure me with some quack nonsense, or are you trying to kill me 
off?’ 
I hardly knew where to begin. I was shocked, of course, at the accusation but 
shocked, too, at Uncle July’s lucidity. He spoke with such vigour and I suddenly remem-
bered what a character he had been, what a presence, what a fiend. For a moment, I felt 
suspended in time, wondering if, when Uncle July finally passed away, I would remem-
ber that man and not the man in the hospital bed, or whether I would remember them 
both but as separate beings.  
I told him the whole story. 
‘Are you angry?’ I said. 
‘No,’ he said. ‘But I’d like to go home.’ 
❧ 
As soon as he was back in his home, it became rather embarrassingly apparent what a 
waste of time it had been keeping him at the hospital. The staff had had no hope for him 
so there was little they could have done given that they were not motivated to do it. At 
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the same time, they maintained that his condition was serious enough for him to require 
hospital care. This was where they were wrong. He needed comfort, familiarity.  
❧ 
So, we regulate his dosages carefully: one small cup of tincture every four days. Uncle 
July says often that he knows that this will be the end of him, one day, and that perhaps 
the herb will bring his death about more swiftly, but that this is a sacrifice he is willing 
to make if his remaining time is made more bearable by the relief that it provides. He 
says he feels more whole now that he is home again. The gaps that had been opening in 
his brain were filled to some degree by simply being in the same place as his books, his 
papers, his lifetime’s accumulation of bits and bobs, no more than detritus but enough 
to offer him a daily reminder of the person he had been before the illness began. 
❧ 
His life now operates on a four-day cycle.  
On the morning of day one, I mix for him the medicine. We wait several hours for 
it to take effect so by the afternoon he is woozy and by early evening he will be asleep. 
On those nights, he will sleep quite soundly but I will hardly rest at all as there is always 
the fear that, come morning time, he will not wake up.  
On days two and three, he hardly sleeps at all but remains afloat, holding onto the 
strength he regained following the long sleep at the end of day one.  
Day four is a battle. On these days, Uncle July is ill, to the most extreme degree, all 
over again. Each time the fourth day comes around it is as though he has forgotten — as 
though I too have forgotten — that this was how he lived for months and months, first at 
home, then in his hospital bed. The headaches return, he is shaky and feverish, inca-
pable of speech, intolerant of the even the weakest light or muffled sound. He longs for 
the medication, not caring, by that point, whether it would relieve the terrible symptoms 
or finish him off.  
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It is only several hours later, back at the beginning of the cycle, when the medica-
tion begins to take effect and he can relax, that Uncle July has a tendency become sad. 
The energy that the tincture provides permits the reality of the situation appear to Uncle 
July in full colour. And the reality is this: that it is only with the risk of death tempting 
him, as it will on every excruciating fourth day, that he is able to live. 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XII. Sand 
THEY ABANDONED THE truck at the edge of the city and divided themselves between two 
jeeps. Seven men in the back of each, shoulders knocking, thighs pressed against thighs. 
The road soon lost its surface to potholes, boulders and the branches of fallen trees. The 
track they followed was dry and pale. It passed through villages and travellers’ settle-
ments, quilts of dust billowing upwards in their wake.  
On the second day, the desert came into view. It was bleak: a thousand shades of 
ash. There was no space here for politics. Land stretched away, bare and open and law-
less.  
Days bled into one another. Had he been asked, he could not have said if it was 
Tuesday or Friday or Sunday, if it was August or September. The other men occasionally 
made mention of the date with regard to a birthday they had missed or the number of 
days since they had left, but he allowed this information to pass unacknowledged, forget-
ting it as soon as it reached his ears.  
They drove with the windows down, dry air in their faces, sand running into sand in 
an endless incantation. Pitched against such a backdrop, he felt he was no more than an 
outline. 
When night fell, it became cold. They wrapped themselves in coats and blankets and 
tied their scarves more tightly round their ears. Some days, they would stop at dusk and 
make a fire over which they could cook, where they would sit warming themselves, before 
they slipped back to the car, one by one, to sleep. At other times, they journeyed onwards 
in the dark, snacking on flatbread and rice brought from home, not knowing how much to 
eat and how much to save.  
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The driver checked the water every evening, counting the flasks and doing sums on 
his fingers. He poured a little petrol into each of the containers so that the chemicals 
burned their throats as they swallowed but the water remained safe. Bitterness lingered in 
their stomachs as a dull ache. One or two of them had vomited when they drank too 
much. They learned. No one took more than their share. 
One afternoon, in the full heat of the day, they saw another jeep a short distance 
from the track. Their driver pulled off the road and made towards it. They came to a stop. 
‘Fuel,’ said the driver, getting out of the car. They followed close behind. The sand 
burnt their feet through the soles of their shoes, shifting beneath them and eluding their 
grip. 
The windows of the abandoned jeep were open and it was thick with dust both inside 
and out. The keys had been left in the ignition. The driver opened the door, took it out of 
gear and tried to turn the engine. It whirred but did not start so the driver got out, flicked 
the latch on the bonnet and peered inside. A couple of others went to help him. The rest 
stood with their eyes closed against the sun.  
He looked out over the dunes. There were dark shapes in the sand a couple of hun-
dred yards from where they stood. He walked closer, picked out the contours of limbs, the 
lines of a torso, a protruding hand or foot. He counted. Seven bodies -- all men – and per-
haps more beneath the surface. Six faces were veiled beneath headscarves. One was un-
masked. A thin face, an aquiline nose, eyes wide open with whites yellowed. He called to 
the others. They uncovered the remaining six faces, regarding each one with care, fearing 
to see someone they once knew.  
The driver gave instructions: take scarves and coats, check pockets for money. The 
spoils were gathered in a pile. There was a penknife, a few coins, a fistful of notes, crum-
pled letters. Photographs of wives and children. 
‘Should we bury them?’ someone said. 
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‘Don’t waste your strength,’ the driver replied.  
That night, the wind was low. They slept on blankets spread across the sand. The vast and 
empty desert brought the moon and stars a little closer to earth. He poured his gaze into 
the darkness and was reminded of other skies from other times. 
He dreamt of home.  
He was standing in the doorway watching her sleep. Her body was covered by a sin-
gle yellow sheet which rose and fell with her breath. The rest of the room was still. No 
traffic, no breeze, no voices in the yard. He touched her cheek, her skin soft against his 
hand, but in the moment of his relief she disintegrated like ash in his palm. 
At the end of the next day, they reached a settlement. It was close to nightfall when the 
pale stone houses came into view. The driver said they could rest. It was safe. The streets 
were narrow, empty and silent.  
From a passageway between two buildings, a tall man ran out in front of their car. 
The driver braked hard and they were flung forwards. They came to a halt at the man’s 
feet. Then he passed them, running again, his arms swinging wildly at his sides. They 
watched him through the rear windscreen. Every few seconds he turned his head to look 
over his shoulder. There were shouts, footsteps. Three more men emerged from the pas-
sage, in faded army uniforms, guns slung over their shoulders. Two of them went after the 
first man. One stayed behind, yelling something at their car in a language they did not 
understand. The uniformed man looked hard at the jeep and made to approach it, but the 
driver did not wait for him to reach them. They sped forwards, tyres screaming. 
They took a sharp right turn into a lane that was only just wide enough for them to 
pass. His head hit the window, hard, and for a moment everything was dark. When his 
sight returned, he saw that they had looped back onto the road on which they had come.  
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The others were shouting, demanding to know what was going on. They received no 
response. The air in the car was still hot from the day and he could not speak. He held 
himself upright, perfectly still, and remained silent. A few yards from the edge of the set-
tlement they were surrounded. Two trucks pulled in front of them, blocking their way, 
then two more trapped them in from behind. More men in uniform appeared, giving or-
ders in the same unfamiliar language. This time the message was clear. Get out of the car. 
Keep your hands where we can see them. You’re coming with us.  
They were handcuffed, all except the driver, and divided between the four trucks. A 
few of them shouted and struggled but he was silent, head bowed, careful to avoid catch-
ing anyone’s eye. During the journey that followed, every sound, every jolt of the truck 
made him start. He was surprised to find that the prospect of death frightened him after 
all. 
They arrived at a prison where they were separated and placed in crowded cells. The 
smell was unbearable. People have died in here, he thought.  
There were in excess of twenty prisoners in a cell of ten square feet; men, women 
and children, crouching on the earth, or standing with their backs against the walls. 
Heavy iron bars lay across the gate, which the guard closed behind him.  
By this time it was well after dark, but no one in the cell seemed to want to sleep. 
Mothers sat cradling children too tired to cry. Men stood. They were deathly thin, their 
skin grey.  
Morning came. More guards went by. At around noon, they were taken from their cells 
and marched into an open yard. On all sides, uniformed men stood ready with guns. The 
prisoners were led to a counter where they each received a handful of cold rice before be-
ing escorted back and locked in.  
An hour or so later, the driver came to see him. 
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‘It’s going to be OK. You can leave if you pay,’ the driver said. ‘That’s all they want.’ 
‘How much?’ he said. 
‘How much do you have?’ said the driver. 
He had enough. So did four of the others. They left with the driver on the morning of 
the third day. Three of their party remained. He had been right, he thought, not to know 
them.  
The air in the jeep was stifling. He tensed at the slam of the doors. No one spoke. He 
was ashamed in ways he could not explain. Layers had been stripped away. The outside 
world seemed more luminous than before, the arched lines of the desert razor sharp. The 
sky was a deep, planetary blue; the sun a bright white disk. It emanated something more 
than light; a force unknowable and relentless. There were no allies. Even the land had 
turned against them.  
He felt only exhaustion. No fear or hope remained. He would allow the days to pass one 
after the other. He would make no demands, ask no questions and he did not listen to the 
information the driver bestowed. As they drove, his eyes clung to rocks and high dunes, 
anything to break the horizon. 
He didn’t know how many days went by, each the same as the last, until, late one 
night, the edge of a city emerged. Tall buildings with lit windows towered before them in 
the dark. Smoke rose up from factories and into the sky. There were people on the streets 
wearing suits and smart dresses. He felt invisible, ghostlike.  
The driver took them through the suburbs, skirting the city’s checkpoints. They 
passed villages, farmland, industrial sites. They did not stop for the night. In the morning, 
as the earth tipped into light, the sea appeared on the horizon. He felt he could reach out 
and touch it, feel it flowing over his fingers. They arrived at the shore. He took off his 
shoes and bathed his feet in the surf. It was less than an hour before the boat would leave. 
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He waited at a distance from the others. A man in a black shirt and trousers came to take 
his fare. He pulled crumpled notes from his pockets and sand fell from the creases, 
through his fingers, to the earth. 
The boat was no more than a dinghy, turquoise blue, shallow and weak. They were 
crammed in well over capacity. If the sea were rough, half their cargo could be lost. He 
was jostled onto a bench.  
They were lucky. It was calm, peaceful even. His tiredness endured, his head 
thrummed and his limbs were weak. He let his body sway and sink in time with the 
movement of the waves. It had been a long time since he had been at her side. She came 
to him now and he whispered her name under his breath, hearing nothing over the engine 
and the rush of the sea. He put his fingers in his ears and tried again. 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XIII. Everything is Aftermath 
THE DAY BEFORE the dragon boat festival, Wen is waiting at the bus station for the eight 
o’clock to Deyang. Scattered among the crowds of travellers are street vendors selling 
zongzi for the holiday – pyramids of sticky rice wrapped in bamboo leaves and secured 
with coloured string. Wen watches their nimble fingers weaving the leaves into parcels 
and is lulled by the rhythm of their movements. She is not hungry but she buys a bottle of 
lemon tea from a woman with an icebox slung over her shoulder. Wen hands the woman a 
fistful of jiao notes and takes the dewy bottle. She twists the yellow lid back and forth in 
her fingers. Passengers push past her, in search of other buses to other places. Watching 
them swarm about her makes her dizzy, so she looks up at the sky. Wen holds her chin 
high and breathes in, trying to catch a wave of fresher air on the breeze. 
A book of Hai Zi poems sits at the top of her rucksack. She longs to take it out, if only 
to look at the frames of white space protecting the words on each page. But with the 
pressing crowds, she fears that the book would soon be knocked from her hands. She pic-
tures this: the book falling, being trampled and kicked along the ground, until someone 
picks it up. She wonders if this person would keep it and read it, or rip the pages from the 
spine to make swans and paper aeroplanes, or cast it back into the dirt. 
When the bus pulls up to the bay it is newer than Wen expects. The seats have high 
upholstered backs in place of the metal barred benches she is used to. The ticket lady dis-
embarks and passengers gather about her. The driver squeezes through the crowd and 
leans against the front of the bus, a cigarette clamped between his teeth. Wen watches the 
smoke rise until it dissolves into the white sky. Chongqing, in the wet heat of late May, is 
enveloped in a thick and breathless smog. She hopes the bus will make a stop some place 
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where she can glimpse a patch of sky. Weeks of cloud weigh heavy and she craves the sun; 
not its warmth, but the clarity of its light.  
She hands her ticket to the lady then climbs aboard and finds she has a window seat 
near the back. A boy — perhaps a few years older than her — is blocking the aisle. His ears 
are stoppered with blue rubber headphones that produce a tinny, rattling sound. It re-
minds her of the metal gates at her school, the way they clatter in the breeze. 
She taps him on the arm and points to the seat she’s trying to reach. 
‘I can hear that,’ she says. 
‘What?’ he says, taking a few steps back, tugging at the blue plastic cords with both 
hands in order to unplug his ears.  
‘I can hear your music. It’s loud.’ 
To her surprise, he apologises and, without asking, lifts the bag from her shoulders 
and places it in the luggage rack. Wen shuffles into her seat and the boy takes the empty 
one at her side as the bus pulls out of the forecourt.  
He flicks tracks on his iPod as they make their way through the suburbs, ancient vil-
lages dissolving into urban sprawl. Office blocks stand next to small-town farms: bankers 
look out over pigsties and computer manufacturers watch as grain from the fields is col-
lected in rush-woven baskets. As they move deeper into the country, Wen is glad to find 
the roar of the city fading. She notices that the sound coming from the boy’s headphones 
is now the faint swell of violins over piano, but the volume is low and she can’t find the 
tune. His eyes are closed and Wen wonders at his ability to sleep in spite of the frequent 
bends in the road and the uneven terrain. When she looks back to the window, the sky is 
grey and the landscape veiled with steady summer rain. 
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 Wen had called her mother from the pay phone at school to say she would not be 
coming home for the festival; that she would, instead, be making the six hour trip west to 
spend the three days of holiday with Aunt Lin. Her mother took the news coolly:  
‘How old are you now? Fifteen?’ 
‘Fifteen.’ Wen knew what was coming. 
 ‘At that age your grandmother was married and running the factory restaurant, 
while your grandfather drank himself to death. I’d say you’re old enough to do what you 
want and, no doubt, so would she.’ Wen’s mother liked to use the legend she had built 
around Wen’s grandmother - her work ethic, her steeliness, her strength - to underpin her 
own opinions. More often than not, when Wen spoke to her mother, she felt she was talk-
ing to both of them.  
Aunt Lin remembered Wen’s grandmother in a different light. Her anecdotes were 
of long hours in the restaurant, relentless lists of chores and the burn of a slap on the 
backs of their thighs when things went wrong. Wen, having never met her grandmother, 
preferred to picture her as two separate beings. One a heroic pillar of strength; the other a 
ragged, fearsome creature. 
For many years, Wen’s mother and Aunt Lin had been close. After they were mar-
ried, they lived on the same street in Guo village for almost ten years. They gave birth to 
daughters, Wen and Mei Li, in the same cold December. Wen’s parents ran the factory 
restaurant, Mr Lin worked in the factory itself and Aunt Lin stayed at home to take care of 
Wen and Mei Li. When Wen’s mother got back from the late evening shift, she liked to sit 
with Aunt Lin, brewing and rebrewing the same dark tea leaves. Wen would creep out of 
bed and watch them as they whispered over the pot, holding the patterned china teacups 
close to their lips. 
Things began to change when Mr Lin got a promotion and moved Aunt Lin and Mei 
Li across the province to Deyang. Without Aunt Lin, Wen had to go to the factory restau-
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rant before and after school. She sat and watched the workers as they ate. When it was 
busy, she carried them bowls of steaming noodle soup, swept the floors, wiped the tables 
and kept quiet. Her mother never asked if she missed Mei Li and Wen sensed she was not 
to ask too many questions about Mei Li and Aunt Lin. 
From time to time they came to visit, Aunt Lin driving Mei Li and herself in the car 
that Mr Lin had bought her. Aunt Lin would say little during these visits but Mei Li would 
be the same as always: flippant and gregarious, playing with her hair, making mish-mash 
outfits in clashing colours. She loved to sing and cook and eat. She was a chatterbox, a 
scatterbrain and a glutton. Wherever she was, the room moved inevitably in her orbit. 
She and Wen would go walking by the river and leave behind them the sound of 
Wen’s mother saying how fortunate Mei Li was. Now that Mr Lin had got his promotion, 
Mei Li would have such bright opportunities before her. She could spend her summers 
abroad, learn ballet or take piano lessons after school.  
‘Just what would her grandmother have made of all this,’ Wen’s mother would say. 
At the first of their rest stops, the boy beside her alights. Wen remains on board and 
takes out her book, reading a few lines while she can do so without making herself travel 
sick. The boy returns to his seat with a bag of fresh green dates.  
 ‘Want one?’ he says. 
‘No, thanks.’ 
He puts a date into his mouth, chews it, swallows. ‘I’m Tian,’ he says. 
Wen nods and Tian smiles. When it seems he is not going to ask her name in return, 
she says: ‘I’m Wen,’ and closes the book of poems between her palms.   
At each of the stops after that, Tian buys a different snack from a station shop or 
roadside stall. He comes back with dried pork, steamed buns, red bean cake and candied 
gourds, offering each of his purchases to her. When she refuses, he puts the unopened 
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packages into a pocket at the top of his rucksack. Wen wonders if he will eat them later, 
throw them away or dish them out for someone else. She spends their breaks snatching 
lines from her book while the rain continues to pour. 
It is two years since Mei Li’s funeral. Wen’s mother and Aunt Lin had not seen each 
other for some time when the earthquake struck. Mei Li was crushed beneath the ceiling 
of the music room at her school. When they found her body it was bloodied and bruised, 
the left side of her face collapsed to a pulp. Aunt Lin said it was best Wen hadn’t seen. 
At the funeral, Wen embraced Aunt Lin, and felt a stiff jerk in her shoulders as Aunt 
Lin clasped her tightly in her arms. Other mourners went past offering words of condo-
lence but Wen’s mother offered no such comfort. Instead, she talked about the restau-
rant’s shrinking profit margins and the pain in the small of her back. Wen was embar-
rassed, though she understood. Her mother worked hard and was unwilling to allow Aunt 
Lin a greater claim on suffering as well as wealth. 
The last time Wen saw Mei Li, they were walking down by the river in Guo Village. 
They counted the fishing boats planted in the mud rifts. It was January, then, just before 
the New Year, and they blew their breath into the cold. In the excitement leading up to 
Spring Festival they talked about what they would do with the money they received in 
their red envelopes. Wen would buy a notebook with a padlock and a bottle of calligraphy 
ink. Mei Li wanted to get her nails painted like sunsets and buy a box of Hershey choco-
lates from the exotic food shop in Chengdu.  
Wen had just pointed to the twelfth mud-covered boat when Aunt Lin drove up be-
side them. She said it was time for her to take Mei Li home. When Mei Li didn’t move, 
Aunt Lin got out. Mei Li hurried into the car. The moment the door was shut, Mei Li 
opened the window and poked her head out. Wen hugged her through the gap and found 
that her eyes met Aunt Lin’s. They stayed there looking at one another until Mei Li un-
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hooked her arms from around Wen’s neck and turned to face Aunt Lin, her permission for 
them to leave. 
Aunt Lin has not been back to Guo Village since Mei Li’s death, but she sometimes 
visits Wen in Chongqing. She stays at a hotel on the same road as Wen’s school. When she 
takes Wen out for dinner, it is clear that she has poured her heart into the idea of procur-
ing a new child. Her only hope lies with in vitro fertilisation. On her last visit, Aunt Lin 
explained to Wen that she was now a patient at the best fertility clinic in the whole of the 
provincial capital. She was more hopeful than ever, she said. She had seen several women 
walk into the waiting room in triumph, clutching newborns to their breasts; bringing their 
tiny, screaming trophies to meet the doctor who had conjured them into being. 
When the bus pulls into Deyang at around three o’clock in the afternoon, Tian asks if 
Wen would like to share his taxi. She tells him that her aunt is picking her up. Tian shrugs 
and gets into the car. She sees him turn and look back at her through the rear windscreen 
as the cab pulls out into the road. Wen waits on the pavement. She has crossed 200 miles 
of countryside without once glimpsing the unclouded light of the sun.  
It is Mr. Lin who collects her. He is dressed in brown: carefully pressed brown 
trousers, bobbles appearing on his brown cotton shirt.  
‘Hello, little niece,’ he says, placing a hand on her shoulder. She gets in the car. ‘I’m 
afraid your Aunt Lin isn’t feeling very well.’ 
When they arrive at the apartment, Wen is greeted by the sound of vomiting.  
‘There was a last-minute cancellation at the clinic,’ Mr Lin explains. ‘We were there 
all morning.’ 
‘Can she be pregnant already?’ Wen whispers and Mr Lin laughs without smiling. 
‘It’s the injections. They make her sick.’  
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Wen crosses the apartment to the bedroom. Aunt Lin is perched on the far side of 
the bed in a loose robe of lilac satin. She looks over her shoulder and tries to smile at Wen 
before she retches again. Wen kneels on the bed behind her and strokes her back. She 
runs her hands between Aunt Lin’s shoulder blades, smoothing the folds of the satin robe. 
Wen lets her fingers rest at the nape of her neck as Aunt Lin wretches over the plastic 
bowl at her feet.  
When the vomiting stops, it is late in the evening and Mr Lin has gone out. With her 
aunt in bed, Wen is alone. She wanders into Mei Li’s room. On the walls there are patches 
of different coloured paint. Mei Li’s school books remain in a neat pile on the desk and 
Mei Li’s slippers rest by the side of the bed. Wen leafs through the notebook at the top of 
the pile and sees a list of English verbs. Each one has been copied out several times. 
 I am, you am, he is, we are, they are.  
 I am, you are, he are, we are, they are.  
 I am, you are, he is, we are, they are.  
In her Senior Two English class, Wen is reading Hemingway. She returns Mei Li’s 
book to the pile and pulls out the spare mattress from behind the wardrobe. She takes the 
mattress into the study and makes a bed for herself there, not wanting to disturb Mei Li’s 
spirit.  
On the morning of Double Fifth, Aunt Lin rises early and, long before Wen lifts her-
self from the mattress, there is the sound of singing from the kitchen. Wen gets up to join 
her aunt and is ushered to the table with a cup of hot soya milk. Aunt Lin puts a basket of 
sweet, deep-fried dough sticks and a dragon fruit on the table. They sit together flaking off 
pieces of sugared pastry with their fingers, dipping them into the milk. Neither one of 
them manages to consume very much of the dough but both remember Mei Li’s taste for 
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it. Eventually they give up and halve the dragon fruit, prising out the speckled flesh with 
teaspoons.  
‘What’s it like at the clinic?’ says Wen.  
‘It’s lovely,’ says Aunt Lin, smiling. ‘I feel very well taken care of.’ 
‘Is it busy?’ says Wen. ‘Do a lot of women go?’ 
Aunt Lin nods. ‘A lot of people lost children.’ 
‘So everyone’s there because of the earthquake?’  
‘I asked the doctor that,’ says Aunt Lin. ‘I asked him if everyone was there, like me, 
in the aftermath of the earthquake.’ 
‘What did he say?’  
‘He said: “Mrs Lin, there will always be disasters. Earthquakes, miscarriages, what-
ever.” Then he said something about things happening and people reacting in the best 
way they could think of. He said: “Everything we do happens in the aftermath of some-
thing else, wouldn’t you say? Our whole lives are the aftermath of something.” I couldn’t 
think of anything to say after that, so he did the injections and I came home.’ 
Aunt Lin is standing over the stove, removing bamboo-wrapped rice parcels from a 
pan of simmering water. She places them in a large red box with chopsticks, then she 
seals the box with a metal lid. 
Wen and Aunt Lin walk into the city centre. By the time they have snaked their way 
through the crowds that fill the streets and reached the banks of the Jinghu River, the 
dragon boat race is already over. The long boats are tethered to the bank, bobbing up and 
down in the current. Brightly clad rowers are receiving their medals on a podium at the 
foot of the bridge.  
When they find a place along the strand, Aunt Lin produces the box of dumplings 
from her bag. Slowly, without speaking, they take the bamboo parcels and let them fall, 
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one by one, into the river. All along its banks, as far as Wen can see, children are making 
similar offerings to the water.  
A singer, an erhu player and a yangqin pianist mount the podium to perform Mo Li 
Hua. As the familiar melody pours forth, a little girl standing next to Wen jumps with ex-
citement. The girl, about three years old, has high, tufty pigtails and is dressed in a pair of 
bright red dungarees. She has a stack of plastic bangles up her arm and about her neck 
are multiple strings of beads, long enough to reach her knees. When the chorus comes, 
she sways from side to side and the beads swing wildly. While the last note is ringing clear 
in the air, the girl’s mother bundles her child into her arms and makes to leave. The girl 
screams and struggles in protest, sending one of her many bangles tumbling to the 
ground. Aunt Lin stoops to retrieve the trinket then looks back at the girl who is now 
walking, led by her mother’s hand, into the thick of the crowd. Aunt Lin tucks the bangle 
into her handbag. Wen pretends not to have seen. 
At four o’clock, the crowds thin as the festivities come to a close. Wen and Aunt Lin 
walk to the earthquake memorial. Aunt Lin buys a bunch of white lilies from a florist’s 
stall at the gate. The approach to the memorial is through an orchard along a narrow 
gravel path, lined with wreaths and bouquets. 
‘Were there this many flowers before?’ Wen asks. 
‘It’s because of the anniversary. A week ago it was two years ago,’ says Aunt Lin, ‘if 
you see what I mean.’ 
The memorial stone is an obelisk set on a wide circular plinth where more flowers 
are laid. Some are fresh but most are fake and moulding petals make a dark carpet for the 
bright silk blooms. Aunt Lin places her bouquet of lilies over someone else’s dying 
freesias. Wen looks up at the stone and reads the words of condolence. Her gaze wanders 
from the inscription and she sees Tian standing on the far side of the plinth. He takes a 
step towards her and opens his mouth as if to speak, but then looks across at Aunt Lin. 
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Wen turns to see that her aunt has buried her face in her hands. She doesn’t appear to be 
crying so much as blocking the world from view. Wen places a hand on Aunt Lin’s shoul-
der then looks back at Tian. He raises a hand in greeting. Wen mirrors the gesture and 
they stand for several seconds, taking in one another’s gaze. Then Tian turns to leave and, 
as he walks into the orchard, Wen wraps her arms round her aunt. 
When they get back to the apartment, Mr Lin is asleep. They can hear him snoring 
through the closed bedroom door. There is a dirty plate and a couple of empty Tsingtao 
bottles by the side of the kitchen sink.  
‘He has eaten already,’ says Aunt Lin in a tired voice. She goes to take a nap in Mei 
Li’s room. Wen steams spinach with Sichuan peppercorns and sesame then lays soft tri-
angles of tofu in a pan of oil with ginger and garlic. At the back of the store cupboard, be-
tween a sack of rice and a box of cabbages, is a lumpy muslin bag tied up with string. Wen 
pulls it into the light. Waiting for the tofu to cook, she sits cross-legged on the kitchen 
floor and rests the bag on her ankles. She teases the knot free and puts a hand in to rum-
mage through the contents. She pulls out the items one by one. A plastic doll missing an 
eye. A yoyo without its string. A cracked mobile phone cover with stick-on plastic jewels. 
A half-finished cross-stitch pattern of pink and purple flowers, with loose threads pinned 
to the fabric. A handful of bright plastic beads for weaving into the ends of hair braids. 
Wen places the items in a line in front of her. 
She looks for a long time at the collection. Had these things once belonged to Mei 
Li? She remembered Mei Li wearing beads in her hair, but was sure they had been gold. 
Wen didn’t think that Mei Li had ever owned a mobile phone, though it was likely that if 
she had it would have had that sort of cover: something shiny with lots of bright colours. 
Then Wen remembers the girl from the riverside and the bangle in Aunt Lin’s handbag. 
Wen returns the objects to the bag with care and replaces the string tie at the top. She 
puts the bag back where she found it, wedged between the rice and the cabbages. 
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After dinner, Wen makes tea and Aunt Lin decides to sleep in Mei Li’s room. Wen 
sits with her awhile, going through Mei Li’s books, reading the poems she copied from 
textbooks to learn by heart. She examines the hotchpotch paint strips on the wall, but 
can’t pick a favourite colour. When she gets tired, Wen picks up a couple of Mei Li’s Eng-
lish books and takes them into the study. Lying on the mattress, she flicks through the 
pages until she falls asleep. 
In the morning, Wen and Aunt Lin breakfast on congee with chilli and pickles. Aunt 
Lin busies herself preparing a selection of small tupperware boxes filled with food for 
Wen to take on the journey. In order to be back inside the school gates before dark, Wen 
must catch the twelve o’clock bus. 
‘When will you know,’ asks Wen. She is kneeling by the mattress in the study, rolling 
up clothes and putting them back in her rucksack. 
‘In a week or two perhaps, but even then, it’s not -’ she breaks off, ‘it’s not secure.’ 
Wen nods, hesitates. ‘And what if it’s a boy?’ she almost whispers. 
‘What do you mean?’ 
Wen raises her voice a little: ‘I mean what will you do if it’s a boy?’ 
‘I don’t even know if I’m pregnant, yet,’ says Aunt Lin. 
‘But would you want a boy?’ 
‘I guess not.’  
‘Well then,’ says Wen. There is a pause. 
‘I’d teach him to cook.’ 
‘To cook?’ 
‘Mei Li would like that.’ 
Wen packs the last of her clothes into the bag and zips it shut. She slips Mei Li’s 
English books into a pocket at the front. Aunt Lin comes in holding three tupperware 
boxes. She hands them to Wen one by one. 
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‘Dragon fruit, rice balls, and pumpkin cakes,’ she says. Wen opens her rucksack 
again and packs them in on top of her clothes. 
  
Sitting in the car at the bus station, Aunt Lin takes Wen’s hand in hers and smooths 
a couple of  one-hundred yuan notes into Wen’s palm. 
‘Thank you,’ says Wen. ‘You don’t have to.’ 
‘I know.’ 
Wen nods. ‘Let me know, if -’ 
‘Of course.’ 
‘And I’ll come back soon.’ 
Wen looks around. They are twenty minutes early but the twelve o’clock bus to 
Chonqging is already sitting in bay five. Wen kisses Aunt Lin on the cheek and gets out of 
the car. The station is quiet. On one of the benches near bay five she sees Tian. He is sit-
ting with his eyes closed and his rucksack at his feet. She turns to watch Aunt Lin’s car 
pull out of the station and into the street, then looks back to the bench. 
Tian opens his eyes. She walks over to his bench. 
‘Is this your bus? The twelve o’clock?’ Wen asks. 
‘I guess so,’ says Tian. ‘I just need to buy my ticket.’ 
Wen climbs aboard. She takes off her rucksack and places it in the luggage rack 
above. A minute later, Tian takes the seat beside her. 
After almost an hour, the bus makes a stop. Tian disembarks and Wen retrieves Mei 
Li’s English book and one of the tupperware boxes from her bag. She opens the book to 
find a table of past tense verb conjugations. 
I am, I was, I had been. 
You are, you were, you had been. 
He is, he were, he had been. 
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We is, we were, we had been. 
They is, they were, they had been. 
Wen takes a pencil from her pocket and begins correcting the errors. When Tian re-
turns to his seat, Wen opens the tupperware box. Inside there are thick slices of dragon 
fruit.  
‘Want one?’ she says, and he takes a large chunk between his finger and thumb. The 
bus pulls back onto the road. 
They move out into the countryside, dirt roads and small villages in the distance. 
With Mei Li’s book still open on her lap, Wen and Tian eat slice after slice of the speckled 
white fruit. The juice runs down Wen’s hand and over her wrist, blurring the ink as it hits 
the pages.  
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